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Prologue 


Deep in the Egyptian night, the crypt was once again alive with activity. 

Black candles cast an orange glow on the sandstone walls of the burial 
chamber, where row after row of ancient images and carved hieroglyphs 
detailed a history of trickery and triumph. A mix of beetle shells and bird 
feathers smoldered in a bronze pot. Animal hair and shed snakeskins burned 
slowly in another. A harsh, burnt smell filled the air. It was the stuff of life 
giving off the stink of death. 

For thousands of years, the same secret organization had gathered here. It 
was where powerful people went to avoid detection, to discuss — or to do — 
the unthinkable. 

The members of this secret society assembled around a massive stone 
sarcophagus. The ancient corpse entombed within was their founder. 
Everything they did was to serve him. Everything they did was to bring him 
back. 

One by one, they began a low chant in his honor. 

The first to start wore a dirty gray robe. It hung heavily on his angular 
frame, as if weighed down by grease. On his head was a mask in the shape of 


a fly’s head. Two large eyes bulged out from the sides and glistened in the 
candlelight. His voice was jittery and uneven. 

The next to pick up the ominous chant wore a flowing blue-green robe. 
His mask was the heavy iron image of a crocodile. Together, the robe and 
mask showed the powerful predator emerging from its hiding place beneath 
the Nile. 

The next chanter was so thin under her crimson robe that she might have 
only been a skeleton. Her voice was dry and scratchy. On her face was the 
pale image of a lioness, carved from bleached bone. 

The last to join in was a towering figure, a good foot taller than the 
others. His robe was as black as a starless sky and his mask was the stuff of 
nightmares. An Egyptian vulture: Part scavenger, part predator, it was a 
creature that dealt in death and wasn’t picky about the details. The beak 
turned from gold to iron as it hooked down to a brutal, deadly point. 

The vulture’s voice was strong, clear — and utterly without emotion. 

As the chanting reached a crescendo, the faintest traces of other voices 
chorused in. Raspy whispers played on a light breeze that had no place in the 
sealed underground chamber. 

The four stopped chanting abruptly. The phantom voices hung on half a 
beat longer, then faded back into the shadows. 

The meeting began. They didn’t bother with the usual topics: the grim 
business of disposing of a body, or the intricacies of expanding their vast 
wealth. There was only one topic tonight, something so legendary that it 
made everything else seem trivial. 

“They have them,” said the man in the fly mask. 

“Yes,” said the lioness. “They found them when we could not, in all our 
years of searching.” 

“They have something,” said the crocodile. “How do we know it’s really 
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“I know!” the vulture cut in. The others fell silent. “The Lost Spells have 
been found. Now all that’s left is to get them ourselves. And use them.” 
The others shot quick, nervous looks at the sarcophagus. It was the 


lioness who spoke next. “They plan to keep them in plain sight; they have no 
idea how powerful they truly are,” she rasped. “Only the woman knows.” 

“We need someone there when they arrive,” said the fly. 

The vulture-headed man looked around the chamber, pinning each 
acolyte in place with his gaze. “It has already been arranged,” he said. “Al- 
Dab’u is there.” 

The leader raised his hand and closed it, and the black candles went out 
with an angry hiss. The lioness, the crocodile, and the fly melted away in the 
darkness. Back to the surface, back to the desert night. 

Once they were gone, the vulture stood motionless in the dark tomb. He’d 
sensed something in the room, practically tasted it in the air. Fear. These were 
his top lieutenants, carefully selected for their brutal efficiency. But now that 
the Spells were so close, even they were scared of what was to come. 

He rested his hands on the cold stone of the sarcophagus. 

They should be afraid, he thought. 

Everything they had done until now had been practice. 

But this — this was the real test. 

The doorway between worlds would soon be opened. The power of the 
dead was within his reach. 


A Deadly Secret 


Alex Sennefer was about to die for the first time. 

He was in the Arms and Armor section of The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art when the pain hit. The stabbing sensation was so sharp and sudden that 
for a moment he thought he must have accidentally walked into one of the 
medieval spears. The museum had closed an hour earlier, and as he stumbled 
forward, the slap of his sneakers on the polished tile floors echoed through 
the deserted room. 

He’d run out of medicine, and there was no one around to help him. 
Summoning all his remaining strength, he pushed through the wing’s 
dimly lit main hall, heading for the elevator that would take him to his mom’s 

office. He’d felt this way before, but never this bad. 

The pain that had started as a sharp stab in his center fractured into a 
million pinpricks, spreading out into his limbs. Along the walls, six-hundred- 
year-old suits of armor watched his struggle through empty eyeholes. A troop 
of knights gazed down on him from replica horses, immobile, indifferent. 

He shook his arms out and tried to breathe deeply, tried to relax and let 
the pain pass through him. Sometimes the doctors said the problem was his 


circulation; sometimes they said it was his digestion. But the truth? Nobody 
knew what was wrong with him. 

With every step, he was afraid another wave of pain would come and 
level him. He slowly entered the American Wing and saw the elevator. 

Almost there, he thought. 

Breathe. 

He’d been stupid not to ask his mom to order more medicine as soon as 
he’d run out. But he’d thought he could bear it, and he was afraid his mom 
would get worried and take him to the hospital. He hated the hospital. 
HATED it. And his mom was seriously stressed out with work this summer. 
The last thing she needed was to have to worry more about him. 

That seemed unavoidable now, though. He needed the spare bottle of 
meds that she kept for an emergency. 

If he could even make it to her. 

Alex reached the elevator and palm-smashed the Down button. After what 
felt like fifteen years, the elevator arrived. He fell into it. The words STAFF 
ONLY were printed alongside the button for floor G, but he flipped through his 
keys and found the little one that unlocked the elevator. He crumpled against 
the wall as it began to move. The cool metal felt good against his flushed 
face. 

Alex didn’t pass a single person on the way to his mom’s office. It was a 
beautiful summer evening, and no one wanted to work late unless they had to. 

I have to tell Mom, he thought. He couldn’t see any way around it now. 
The hum of pain in his body made it hard to focus, but thoughts of the 
hospital flashed through his head: the tests, the needles the size of Magic 
Markers, and the stupid paper robes. They’d been poking and prodding him 
for all twelve years of his life. 

There was the name tag outside his mom’s office: DR. MAGGIE BAUER. The 
door was open. The lights were on. 

“Mom?” he said ... but she wasn’t there when he walked in. 

Panic shot through him. The thoughts came one after another: 


The museum is huge. 

She could be anywhere. 

I need the medicine now! 

Just as he began to turn back around, he saw her purse on a chair and felt 
a massive surge of relief. 

He tore the purse open. A wave of nausea made him squeeze his eyes 
shut, but he pushed his hand around inside, feeling for the smooth plastic 
sides of the bottle of meds she always carried for him. 

Got it! 

His fingers closed and he tugged the familiar orange bottle out of the 
purse. His stomach clenched and fluttered in anticipation. He twisted the cap 
off and threw two pills into his mouth — no time for water. He put the cap 
back on, shoved the bottle back down where he’d found it, zipped the purse, 
and sank to the floor, exhausted. 

Breathe. 

Breathe. 

Breathe. 

For about ten minutes, all his body could do was 

Breathe. 

Breathe. 

Breathe. 

“How long have you been here?” said his mom from the doorway. 

Don’t let her know. 

Don’t let her see me like this. 

Alex pushed himself to his feet, ignoring the pain that remained. 

“Couple minutes,” he said, trying to sound casual. He ran his hand 
through his hair, using the gesture to wipe some of the sweat off his forehead. 

“Are you okay?” his mom asked. 

Alex shrugged. 

She looked at him closely, not convinced. Alex made glancing eye 
contact and regretted it immediately. His mom’s eyes were an intense blue 
gray, still penetrating and clear despite all the days she spent reading dense 


academic papers. Alex knew she could read him just as easily. He shifted his 
gaze and stared blankly at the pile of dark brown hair on the top of her head. 
It was pulled up and back severely. Dr. Maggie Bauer had no time to worry 
about her hair. 

“Why’re you down here, hon? Do you need something?” she asked. 

“Nope,” he said. He tried to think of some way to change the subject. 
“How much longer are you going to be?” 

“A while,” she said. “I’ve got to head back to the Egyptian wing. The 
dead are very demanding, you know.” 

“Are you working on the Stung Man?” he asked, genuinely interested 
despite his lingering dizziness. The sarcophagus of a famous mummy known 
as the Stung Man was the first part of a special new exhibition his mom was 
curating. Alex was fascinated by it. 

“No, something new,” his mom answered vaguely. She usually loved to 
tell him all about her new projects. 

“Can I come?” The Egyptian wing was Alex’s favorite — not just the 
new show but all of it: the tightly wrapped mummies, the stone tombs, the 
statues of animal-headed humans and of human-headed animals, the gold and 
jewels and all the other treasures the ancient Egyptians thought they could 
bring with them to the afterlife. It was the only place in the museum where he 
never got bored. 

His mom thought about it. “Not today,” she said. “Go find Ren.” 

“Ren’s here?” said Alex, his mood improving enormously. 

“T just saw her,” said Alex’s mom. “I think she’s on the second floor.” 

“Okay, cool.” He looked down at his feet and considered the level of pain 
in his body. “Oh yeah,” he said. “Almost forgot. Can you order me some 
more medicine?” 

His mom’s radar clicked back on, her X-ray eyes refocused. “Did you go 
through it all already? Didn’t we just —” 

“No, no, I think I lost it.” The excuse popped out of his mouth. 

“You lost it?” She frowned. “You have to be careful. Just because you 
feel okay now ...” He could tell she was trying to get him to realize how 


important the pills were without worrying him. It was a game they both 
played, each trying to spare the other. 

He knew he should tell her what had just happened, but he couldn’t. That 
was the other thing about her eyes: They were ringed with dark circles and 
surrounded by deeply etched lines. That wasn’t from all the reading; that was 
him. His energetic, adventure-loving mom deserved a kid who could walk 
through the park in the summer without passing out from the heat. 

Anyway, he was sure the pains would stop. They had before. He just 
needed a little more medicine until then. 

“I know,” he said. He reached up and knocked on his head, as if it were 
made of wood. As if he’d just done something really dumb. 

But then another wave of pain pushed through the medicine and made his 
head swim. His mom could see the pain in his expression, he was sure, and 
she would realize how sick he was — 

There was a knock at the door frame. 

Oscar, one of the museum guards, poked his head in. His usual relaxed 
smile was replaced with a look of grim concern. “Hey, Dr. Bauer. Mr. Duran 
says they need you right away in the Egyptian wing. Sounds like it’s pretty 
important.” 

His mom spun around. “Thanks, Oscar. Alex, you’ll hang out with Ren, 
right?” And then she was gone. 

So he wouldn’t have to tell her. It would be his secret. 

His own deadly secret. 


Ren 


“Hey, string cheese!” 

Alex had officially found Ren. She was standing in front of some angry 
angels in one of the European Paintings galleries. Her full name was Renata 
Duran, but no one called her that. Her full height was not quite four and a 
half feet, but it was best not to mention that, either. Her hair was dark brown 
and not quite shoulder length — lighter and longer than his own shaggy black 
hair — but her brown eyes were a mirror image of his own. 

“Hey, snail trail,” he replied, forcing a smile. 

He was happy to see her, but the medicine had only dulled the pain, not 
erased it. 

“T was looking for you today,” said Ren. “I checked Egypt.” 

Alex and Ren had been best friends since forever. They both had parents 
who worked at the museum, and they both went to the same school on the 
Upper East Side — or they had, back when Alex was healthy enough to go to 
real school. Now his mom homeschooled him. 

“Bet I know why your mom’s working late,” said Ren. 

“Bet I know why your dad is,” said Alex. Mr. Duran was a senior 


engineer, the go-to guy when the museum needed a new security system or 
display case. “The big exhibition in the Egyptian wing. It sounds like 
something is going on there, but my mom won’t show me.” 

“My dad won’t, either!” said Ren. “He said, like, lot of work to do, blah, 
blah, blah. I wonder if it has something to do with all those trips your mom 
took this year. Think they were for this exhibition?” 

“Probably,” said Alex. “She never really said, which is weird.” 

Ren was getting close to something that had been bothering Alex. His 
mother had been so mysterious about this exhibition. Usually, she told him 
way in advance where she was going, but some of the trips she’d made lately 
had been completely without warning — just a phone call in the middle of 
the night and the next thing Alex knew he’d be in a taxi to his aunt and 
uncle’s place and she’d be on a flight. Usually, she brought him souvenirs 
from wherever she went — a snow globe from the Sahara desert, where it 
never snowed, or a T-shirt from a Cairo bazaar with a rock band’s name 
spelled out in Arabic. But with these recent trips, if he got anything at all, it 
was something picked up in an airport — a Toblerone bar that could have 
been bought anywhere. 

“Where were you?” he’d ask. 

And every time, she found a way not to answer. 

Alex thought about it some more. “Mom is really stressed out about this 
one. The way she sprinted over there ... It wasn’t like usual.” 

Ren grinned. “Want to go see what they’re up to?” 

“Think they’ll let us?” he said. 

“Think we’ ll ask?” 

It went without saying that she meant spying. Alex considered it: the 
walk, the stairs. It was no small commitment for him, even on a good day, 
which this was not. 

He glanced at Ren. She’d never push him to do something he couldn’t 
handle, but what kind of friend couldn’t even do some low-speed indoor spy 
work? How long until she got bored and gave up on him? 

“Let’s go,” he said. 


They crept down the stairs and went the back way to the Egyptian wing. 
Alex appreciated how slowly Ren walked when she was with him. He knew 
it defied all her instincts as a native New Yorker, but he told himself it was 
better for their mission. Stealth was key, after all. 

They slipped quietly into the massive room housing the Temple of 
Dendur. As always, Alex paused a moment to take it in. It was an entire 
ancient temple, brought over stone by stone from the bank of the Nile River, 
and reconstructed next to a reflecting pool in a massive glass-walled room. 

And right now, after hours, there was not a guard in sight. 

They entered the maze of cool, dark rooms beyond the temple. The 
display cases, their gleaming treasures lit dramatically from below or above, 
provided the only light. Alex and Ren slowed down and listened carefully. 
Their parents could be anywhere. 

Alex and Ren traveled hundreds of years back in time with each doorway 
they passed. They made it all the way from the late eighteenth dynasty to the 
early twelfth before they came to a floor-to-ceiling curtain blocking off the 
next room. It was printed with pictures of amummy’s golden death mask and 
an ornate scroll. Beneath the pictures it read: CLOSED FOR RENOVATIONS: NEW 
EXHIBITION COMING SOON! 

“Here it is,” Ren whispered. “Let’s see what we can find — or hear.” 

The prickling pain was returning to Alex’s body, but he flashed Ren his 
best confident-spy smile. Together they slipped through the curtain. As soon 
as they were inside, they could hear faint voices a room or two away. Very 
quietly, they began looking around. 

The last time they’d been in this room, it was bare, waiting for the new 
treasures to arrive. Now, the walls were covered with thick glass cases. 

The sensation in Alex’s body was amplified now. But it wasn’t pain 
shooting through him this time. 

No. It was fear. 

Breathe. 

Breathe. 


Inside the glass cases were swaths of material — time-yellowed linen or 
ancient, brown-edged papyrus. 

Alex only recognized a few of the hieroglyphs on the papyrus, but 
immediately he knew what this was. He could feel it calling to him in his 
bones. Crawling through his blood. 

This was the Book of the Dead. 


The Weighing of the Heart 


Breathe. 

Ren could tell something was wrong. 

“What?” she asked. “What is it?” 

Alex got his breath back. He pushed down the fear and pain. 

“It’s the Book of the Dead,” he told her in a low voice. 

“Doesn’t look like a book to me,” said Ren. 

She could joke, because she didn’t feel the same fear that he did. He’d 
spent his life standing on the brink of death, and these ancient words seemed 
to be calling to him from the other side, pulling him forward. 

“That’s the modern name for it,” said Alex. “Because ‘Bunch of Scrolls 
and Scraps of the Dead’ doesn’t sound as good. It’s like a cross between 
prayers and spells.” 

“For the dead?” said Ren. 

Alex nodded. “To help them cross over into the afterlife.” 

Ancient Egypt was his mom’s specialty, and Alex had picked up a 
pyramid-load about it over the years. When you think that you might die at 
any moment, you start to pay attention to what’s written about death. And the 


ancient Egyptians were obsessed with the afterlife. 

Steadying himself, Alex walked up to get a better look. Hieroglyphic 
writing in neatly printed rows covered the first third of the longest stretch of 
linen before giving way to a small painting. 

It depicted a large set of scales surrounded by figures with animal heads 
— Alex immediately recognized Anubis, the jackal-headed guardian of the 
underworld. Everyone in the picture was looking at the scales. Alex looked at 
them, too. On one side was a feather, on the other ... 

He leaned in closer. 

“A heart,” he whispered. 

There was an information plaque on the floor, waiting to be hung, and 
Ren knelt down to read it. “That shows the weighing of the heart,” she 
reported. She pointed to the sole figure in the scene with a human head. “That 
dude just died, and he’s waiting to see if his heart passes the test. If it’s not 
weighed down by bad deeds, it will be as light as the feather, and he can enter 
the afterlife.” 

“What if it’s too heavy?” Alex asked. 

“Then they feed it to that thing,” she said, standing up and pointing to a 
large, crocodile-headed creature at the bottom of the picture. 

“They feed it to him?” said Alex. 

Ren leaned back over and double-checked the plaque. “Her,” she said. 
“Her name is Ammit. Nickname: the Devourer.” 

Alex didn’t have to check to know Ren was right, and not just because 
back in school her nickname was “Plus Ten Ren” for all the extra credit she 
did. He could almost feel Ammit’s hot, hungry breath on his neck. 

Ren peered into the case. “Look, the cloth is covered in little stains.” 

This time, Alex knew why. He tried to keep his tone light, but the words 
still chilled him. 

“Tt’s from the dead guy,” he explained. “The one in the painting. A lot of 
times they printed the Book of the Dead right on the mummy’s wrappings.” 

They both looked at a stain near the edge of the text: a red so dark it was 
almost black. 


Blood. 

Alex slowly backed away from the Book of the Dead toward an empty 
case in the middle of the room. That seemed safer. The only description was 
on a small tile inside the case: 

EXHIBIT 7A6 

“Huh,” said Ren, turning and sizing up the empty case. 

Alex leaned in for a closer look. 

“Watch out,” said Ren. She grabbed his arm with her right hand and 
pointed to the ceiling with her left. 

Alex looked up and saw a black metal disk directly above the case, ringed 
with small lenses. A laser security system. 

“Is it on?” he asked. This was more Ren’s area of expertise, because of 
her dad. 

She squinted up at it. “Not sure. The beams are invisible.” 

They looked down at the case. The high-grade acrylic glass was 
unusually thick. Ren’s dad had told them that half an inch of the stuff was 
bulletproof. This was at least three times that: bombproof. 

“Well, we still don’t know what they’re so worked up about,” Alex said. 
“But whatever’s going to go in there is getting the star treatment.” 

They heard voices again — coming closer. 

“It’s here too soon,” Alex heard his mom say. “We’ve never dealt with 
something like this before — and we’re not prepared to protect it.” 

A man answered in a low and guarded voice. 

“They’re in the next room,” Ren whispered. 

“Okay, let’s go,” said Alex, more than ready to leave. 

He usually felt at home in the museum, but there was something different 
about this new exhibition. There was too much death in these rooms now. 
Even if Ren couldn’t feel it, he could. 

The master spies slipped back through the curtain, leaving the room 
exactly as they’d found it — with one small exception. 

On the Book of the Dead, something was changing. 

The drop of blood they’d been looking at was 3,300 years old — but it 


began to glisten now. 
Alive. 
Again. 


Death’s Door 


The humidity was swamp-like as Alex and his mom waited for the 
crosstown bus the next morning. Everyone was sweating and impatient. Alex 
knew that when she was by herself, his mom walked to work. But in the last 
year, the trip had become too hard for him on bad days. In this heat, it was 
out of the question. So his mom pretended she liked the crowded, loud bus. 
She tried to make it an adventure, just like when she used to stay home and 
read to him when he couldn’t make it to school, calling his sick days “story 
days.” He could see right through it, but he played along. 

When they’d gone home the night before, he’d wanted to ask her about 
the Book of the Dead. But he couldn’t find the words to express exactly why 
some old rags haunted him so much. 

“What’s that on the horizon?” his mom said, reaching down to nudge 
him. 

He sleepily poked his head out over Eighty-Sixth Street and peered into 
the distance. It always took him a long time to wake up in the morning, and 
today the sticky heat felt like a web he had to push through. He looked out at 
the traffic and finally saw what his mom was talking about. “Bus,” he said. 


At the sound of this single word, a pair of old men in worn-out suits 
roused themselves from the bus stop bench. Alex’s mom leaned down and 
whispered, “You have powerful magic, my son. You have summoned the 
Ancient Ones!” 

Alex managed a laugh despite his aching chest, and his mom leaned 
farther out to check on the bus’s progress. As she did, her Egyptian scarab 
necklace swung out and caught the morning sun. The polished blue stone 
shone softly and the refined copper borders gleamed. She reached out 
instinctively with her right hand and pressed the winged beetle back to her 
chest, as if pledging allegiance. It was just about the only piece of jewelry she 
owned, and Alex had never seen her without it. 

As they climbed aboard the bus, the cranked-up air conditioning washed 
over them. It felt nice, but Alex stared out the window the whole way, 
imagining not just walking alongside the bus, but running. These daydreams 
never worked out for him. At recess he used to fantasize about hitting a 
Wiffle ball high off the wall only to end up striking out — and hurting 
himself on the swing. But his body felt like a prison sometimes, and 
daydreams were a look out the window. 

The bus hit a pothole and jarred his brittle body. The dream ended. His 
thoughts returned to the real world. 

“Is the exhibition opening today?” he asked. 

His mom shook her head. “Tomorrow. There’s still one last artifact we 
haven’t installed. So we’ve got a ton of work to get done today to get 
everything ready.” 

Her voice was tense. Whatever this thing was, it was important. 

Soon enough, Alex and the rest of the world would discover what 
belonged in the case for Exhibit 7A6. 


S—t--+}$- DS 


Alex looked for Ren in all the usual spots once he got to the museum. Finally, 
he gave up and texted her. The reply was quick and disappointing. She was 


on her way to the big Costco on 117th with her mom. 

It figures, Alex thought. With two parents, his best friend spent half as 
much time at the museum as he did. 

He disliked battling the crowds during the day, so he hid out in the office 
and played video games for hours, slipping into a trance where he could 
forget about his own achy body. His avatar leapt over obstacles, swung heavy 
objects like they were pillows, and had a special victory dance where he 
flexed his bulging biceps, which Alex thought was particularly impressive. 

His mom came by around noon and they went to lunch at a diner. It was a 
short walk, but the air was hot and sticky and thick and it took Alex a long 
time. He’d noticed that whenever his mom had to slow herself down for him, 
her energy burst out in other ways. Today she fidgeted with her hair — first 
unclipping it from its tight bun and letting it fall down past her shoulders. 
Then she plucked a thick rubber band from around her wrist and put her hair 
up in a ponytail. His mom always had office supplies on her — literally on 
her. If it wasn’t a rubber band on her wrist, then it would be a few paper clips 
fastened to her shirt pocket or a pen behind her ear. Sometimes it was all 
three. 

The ponytail bounced as she walked, and if Alex ignored the dark circles 
or lines around her eyes, she looked as vibrant as any of the Manhattan go- 
getters around them. She’d been young when she had him: young and in 
Egypt. Now she was a month and a day away from turning thirty-seven. Alex 
had picked out her present but still needed one more week of allowance to 
pay for it. He wondered what her life would be like if she didn’t have him to 
worry about. A single word slipped into his mind: soon. 

He gave his head a quick, fierce shake, trying to dislodge the thought. 

The pinpricks started up again as soon as they got back to her office. 
They felt stronger than usual — sharper and more electric — but he held 
them off by secretly taking a few more pills. As soon as Alex’s mom left to 
head down to the exhibit, he curled up on her office couch and napped. 

At the end of the day, the crowds cleared out and Alex went straight to 
the Egyptian wing to find his mom. He was sure that’s where she’d be, but he 


made it through half a dozen rooms without seeing her. He decided to stay 
away from the Book of the Dead and moved in a different direction. 

It was time to visit the Stung Man. 

A large sign outside the room read: 

SPECIAL PREVIEW OF THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART’S EXCITING NEW 
EXHIBITION. BE QUIET, PLEASE. THE STUNG MAN IS SLEEPING — FOR ETERNITY. 

The last part was new. Alex didn’t blame the museum for showboating a 
little. People loved the story. Alex knew it by heart at this point. 

The Stung Man had been a master thief, operating for years without being 
caught. Alex imagined that if they’d had “wanted” posters in ancient Egypt, 
this guy’s face would have been all over them. 

Eventually, the thief was pursued by the pharaoh’s men into the desert, 
where he hid in a small cave. 

Alex always imagined what that must have felt like: that brief feeling of 
victory, of having escaped a terrible fate. 

And then ... 

The Stung Man wasn’t called the Stung Man at that point, not yet. 
Everyone gets their nickname for a reason. 

As the pharaoh’s men searched outside, the thief discovered that his 
hiding spot was full of scorpions. 

Alex tried to imagine it. Was there light in the cave, or was it the sound 
of skittering legs that first alerted him to the fact that something was wrong? 
By then it didn’t matter, because they were on him. The thief was stung again 
and again, all over his body: his legs, his torso, his arms, his neck. His face. 

He refused to call out. 

He chose death over capture. 

When they finally found him, he was swollen past recognition. His 
stubborn courage earned the pharaoh’s grudging respect. The Stung Man was 
given a lavish burial and a story that would last for thousands of years. 

Standing in front of the thief’s mortal remains, Alex shuddered. He was 
no stranger to stinging pains himself — and he knew what it was like to bite 
down on your tongue so no one would hear you cry out. 


The massive stone sarcophagus was decorated with dozens of images of 
scorpions. The pharaoh, apparently, had a twisted sense of humor. Alex 
walked right up to the exhibit and looked at the scorpions. They were painted 
with real, untarnished gold. When the light struck them, it made the scorpions 
appear to move. 

Alex knew the sarcophagus was only the outer case, heavy enough to 
fend off everything from rats to grave robbers. Inside, there would be an 
elaborately decorated outer coffin, and then a smaller inner coffin. And inside 
that ... the Stung Man himself, embalmed and wrapped tightly in linen. 

Four canopic jars sat outside the sarcophagus, ceremonial alabaster 
vessels that contained the Stung Man’s internal organs: the lungs, the 
stomach, the liver, the intestines. 

Only the heart would be left inside the mummy itself. Left inside so it 
could be weighed and judged. 

As Alex examined the jars, he got the creepy sensation of being watched. 
He swung his head around but saw nothing. 

He shook it off and looked back at the jars. The tops were carved in the 
shapes of different heads: a baboon’s, a jackal’s, a man’s, and a falcon’s. 
“Every god has a job,” his mom liked to say about ancient Egypt, and Alex 
knew these four were in charge of pickled people parts. He leaned in for a 
closer look at the falcon and immediately got that creepy feeling again, like 
an icy finger on the back of his neck. 

“Hello, young man.” 

Alex jumped about three feet. When he landed, he held his breath and 
stood absolutely still as the adrenaline drained away. 

Surprises were not good for him. 

He looked at the man who’d spoken. The first thing that jumped out 
about him — hopped out, really — was that he looked a little like a toad. He 
had big protruding eyes and no chin to speak of. He was wearing a crisp 
black suit with a staff pass pinned to his jacket. 

Alex had never seen him before. 

Breathe. 


“Sorry,” Alex said to the man, trying to cover how shaky he felt. “You 
scared me.” 

“I’m very sorry,” said the man, in a way that didn’t sound sorry at all. 
Alex was pretty sure he recognized the accent. 

“Are you German?” he asked. 

“I am, in fact,” said the man. 

“Thought so. You sound like my grandmother. I mean, not like an old 
woman, but ... yeah.” 

A pained look flashed across the man’s face. “I am Dr. Todtman, from 
Berlin. And who might you be?” 

“Tm Alex ... Alex Sennefer.” 

“Sennefer, yes,” said Todtman, a hint of actual interest in his voice. “The 
Keeper of the Seal.” 

Alex was impressed that the man had pronounced his name perfectly, 
with the emphasis on the second syllable: sen-NEF-er. That took most people 
a few tries. 

But as for the rest of it ... Alex had no idea what the man was talking 
about. 

“The what?” he said. 

“Sennefer, the Keeper of the Seal,” said Todtman. 

“Keeper of a seal? Like at a zoo?” 

“Like at a palace,” said Todtman. “In the eighteenth dynasty, Sennefer 
was the keeper of the pharaoh’s seal, an important man.” 

“Oh, right,” said Alex. “That kind of seal.” 

“I thought your name would be Bauer,” said the man. Alex looked at him 
carefully. He hadn’t mentioned his mother. 

“Tt was my dad’s name,” said Alex. “Is,” he added quickly, and then felt 
stupid. He honestly didn’t know. 

“I’m surprised she didn’t tell you,” said Todtman, his expression 
unreadable. 

“Tell me what?” Before Alex had even finished the question, he heard his 
mom’s footsteps. He turned around and saw her stride quickly into the room. 


The ponytail was long gone; she was back in business mode. 

“Alex, honey,” she said. “We’ll just be a few minutes. Why don’t you go 
wait out by the temple?” 

“But” — he tried to think of some way he’d be allowed to stay — “I was 
just talking to the doctor.” 

“T’m sure you were,” said his mom. “Now off you go. We have some 
important work to do here.” 

TUE saga 

“Shoo!” She said it with a smile, but she said it nonetheless. If Alex 
didn’t know better, he’d think she didn’t want him to have anything to do 
with this man. He gave him one more look: black suit, froggy features, and 
the icy eyes that Alex had felt burrowing into his back. 

Stepping out of the room, he pulled out his phone and texted Ren. No 
response. He sat there and thought about what the man had said. Alex didn’t 
know much about his father, except that he didn’t know much about his 
father. 

He did know that his father was Egyptian. And now he knew something 
else, something about his name. It was just a scrap of ancient trivia, he 
figured. Still, it was a nice addition to a very small collection. 

He knew he was supposed to head out of the exhibition, back to the 
temple or his mom’s office. But despite his earlier reluctance, something was 
drawing him back to the room that held the Book of the Dead. 


+t} 1 


The case for Exhibit 7A6 wasn’t empty anymore. 

The lenses of the security system shone now with bright pinpricks of red 
light. The lasers were on. If anyone broke one of the beams, the whole room 
would turn into the Fourth of July: flashing lights and blaring sirens. 

Carefully, Alex leaned in. 

It was a linen scroll covered in gold hieroglyphs. 

Alex had seen a lot of scrolls, but never one like this. Out of the corner of 


his eye, he saw a sign next to the case. He wanted to read it, but for some 
reason he couldn’t stop staring at the strange scroll. 

Finally, he peeled his eyes away and read three words he couldn’t 
believe. 

THE LOST SPELLS 

He almost wanted to laugh. That was impossible. 

The Lost Spells were just a legend. 

“They’re not real,” he whispered, even though there was no one around to 
hear him. 

But they were real. He was looking at them. In fact, he still couldn’t stop. 
His eyes were beginning to burn. 

He finally managed to blink — and reality rushed back in. His body was 
betraying him again. There was the weakness and fatigue, the pinpricks in his 
chest and the tingling in his limbs. There was the sense of fragility, as if he 
were living his life on a narrow ledge a hundred feet above the street. But 
there was something else now, too. His head was buzzing, and when he 
closed his eyes again, all he saw was a jumble of golden symbols. 

I have to get out of here. 

He shook his head, trying to clear it, and stumbled into one of the Old 
Kingdom rooms but couldn’t go any farther. Just past the entrance there was 
a small tomb, and Alex leaned heavily on the ancient stone. Next to him was 
a false door — a vertical strip in the rock, like a narrow passage, with 
inscriptions on either side. 

It was a gateway for the spirit to travel between the world of the living 
and the world of the dead. 

The buzzing in Alex’s head was louder now. The surface of the false door 
seemed to flicker and shift. He tried to keep going, but once again his view of 
the stone seemed to bend and warp, as if he were looking at shimmering 
pavement on a hundred-degree day. 

He felt a sudden sharp pain in his stomach. Without looking away, he 
reached into his pocket and pulled out his medicine. But before he could 
unscrew the cap, he saw something new. 


Shadows edged the false door in the stone, and for just a second he saw 
those shadows take shape. The head of an animal turned to face him, a long 
dark snout and two eyes that glittered red like rubies. A fresh wave of pain 
shot through him. He fumbled with the safety cap on the bottle. It popped off 
just as a stronger jolt rocked him. 

Alex felt like he’d been stabbed with a power cable. He collapsed and a 
shower of white pills went everywhere, skittering across the floor and into the 
corners. 

There was a long silence. 

The pain was duller now, far away. Alex could feel the shadows coming, 
covering his body, crowding toward his heart. 

Then there were footsteps. Distantly, he could hear a scream. Distantly, 
he could hear people come running. The marble floor felt cold against his 
cheek and his nostrils filled with the faint, vinegary smell of tile cleaner. He 
watched as shoes crushed the precious pills into powder. He wanted to say 
something, but the pain had traveled up into his chest now, and the only 
sound he could make was a low gurgle. 

A guard was there. 

Then his mother was there. 

Alex tried to say something to her. He wanted to apologize, though he 
couldn’t remember exactly what for. He let his eyes close. There was the 
open door — and on the other side, the jackal’s eyes gleaming in the dark. 

“We’re losing him,” someone said. “We’re losing him.” 


Borrowed Time 


They were not letting Ren in to see Alex, and she was not cool with that. 
She looked around the waiting room, which was full of people in varying 
degrees of misery. Ren diagnosed a few. There was a middle-aged woman 
with a hacking cough; an old man with a head wound, still bleeding; a little 
kid with an ice pack on his knee: probably sprained. 

Lucky, she thought. At least they know what’s wrong with them. At least 
they’re in a place that can fix it. Meanwhile, she could do nothing but sit next 
to her dad and wait for news. She snuck a sideways look at him. He was 
wearing a blue button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up past his elbows for a 
workday that was long over. She tried to read his expression, but the angle 
was weird. 

“How bad is it, do you think?” she asked. “When will they let us in to see 
him?” 

“I don’t know, Ren-Ren,” he said. She didn’t know if he was answering 
the first question, the second question, or both. 

There was a TV mounted on the wall in the corner of the room, playing a 
news channel without the sound. She watched it for a while. Something bad 


had happened in India. She saw smoke and flames and a train on its side. She 
looked away once she saw the first body. 

“Will they call our name?” she asked. “Even though we aren’t patients?” 

Ren knew it was a dumb question as soon as she said it. She hated 
sounding dumb, especially around her dad. But this time, the guy famous at 
the museum for having all the answers hadn’t even heard the question. 

“Uh-huh,” he said without bothering to look over. He was staring intently 
at his phone. A scientific diagram filled the little screen. That was the other 
thing about him: always busy. Having all the answers took time. 

“You’re working?” Ren said loudly. 

Now he looked over. “There’s not much else to do, Ren-Ren. We just 
have to wait until he’s healthy enough for visitors.” 

The way he said it made her feel better, like it was just a matter of time. 
She was still a little mad: It wasn’t just the dumb things she said that he 
missed. But she took a deep breath and tried to let it go. This trip was not 
about her. “What is that, anyway?” she said, nodding toward the diagram on 
his phone. “The Death Star?” 

“Plumbing system,” said her dad. “There’s some kind of problem with 
the new exhibition. Things are a little too ... fresh. Think there might be too 
much moisture in the room.” 

“But the rooms are climate-controlled,” she said. She listened carefully to 
him, even if he didn’t always return the favor. “How do you think it’s getting 
in?” 

Her dad looked up from the phone and into the distance, as if picturing 
something. “That’s a good question,” he said, and Ren felt her cheeks flush. 
“Those rooms are right over the drainage subbasement, though. So the 
plumbing could have something to do with it.” 

He went back to staring at his phone, and Ren went back to worrying 
about Alex. 

“Did you mean it?” she asked her dad after a while. “What you said?” 
She was thinking of “until he’s healthy enough,” but they weren’t on the 
same page. 


“Yeah,” he said. “I think it’s the plumbing.” 


$+} 


Two floors up, Alex was lying on a very clean bed. He had electrodes taped 
to his chest, a sensor clamped to one finger, and an IV tube running into his 
left arm. The rest of him was tucked tightly under crisp white sheets. The 
adjustable bed had been raised so that his upper body was slightly higher than 
his feet. His eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving. 

That was the story of his body. 

His mind was more active. It flickered and buzzed like a lightbulb about 
to go out for good. He wasn’t quite conscious, but he occasionally rose close 
enough to the surface to hear something. Sometimes it was a scrap of 
conversation between nurses. More often, it was just the beep and hum of 
machines. 

Under the noise of the machines — in between the beeps, at the low ebb 
of the hums — was another, quieter sound. It was a steady stream of soft 
words, mostly too muted to make out, but he recognized the rhythms. He 
knew on some level that it was his mom. She was reading to him, like she 
had when he was little. He wanted to listen, but the more he tried to climb to 
the surface, the more he slipped away. 

He felt himself going under. 

And then, for a while at least, he felt nothing. 


$+} 1S 


When he came around again, Alex could see the hospital room very clearly. 
The doctors were gone, and his mom was, too. An empty chair was pulled up 
at an angle, one arm nearly touching his bed. And there he was, tucked under 
the sheets with his eyes closed. The sheets had been folded back and he had a 
surprising number of tubes and wires attached to him. 

That’s when he realized that he wasn’t supposed to be looking down at 


his own body like this. His head swam with the realization. Except he was 
looking at his head, so ... He couldn’t process it. He felt like he was all eyes 
and no brain, and just like that, he was out in the hallway. 

His mom was there, too, just outside the door. He tried to say, “Mom, I’m 
here,” but nothing came out. She was waving her arms, shouting. A moment 
later, a small squad of doctors and nurses came charging down the hall and 
ran right past him. 

They all rushed into the room, and his mom went in after them. Panic 
broke over him like a wave. He knew what this was now. He was dying. His 
body — his stupid body — was finally giving up. 

No wonder it all seemed so peaceful. 

The fight was over. 

He had lost. 

But he wasn’t ready for this. 

He had to try. Something. Anything. 

He remembered the old Egyptian legends, the ones his mom had read to 
him. He suddenly realized that that’s what she’d been reading to him from his 
bedside. 

Because in those stories, the soul could travel. 

He had no legs or arms. All he had was what he saw. He tried to push 
forward with that, like he was leaning in for a better look. 

Nothing happened. Panic mixed with despair. He called out silently to his 
mom again. And then, slowly at first and then all at once, his vision turned 
and raced back through the open door. He felt the rush: equal parts 
exhilaration, fear, and hope. The machines were all going crazy, screaming 
out their beeps. He saw his body, and the circle of people around it. He tried 
to push past, but they were blocking him. The fear surged. He pushed again. 
He screamed out along with the machines. 

His world went dark once more. 


st E S 


Maggie Bauer was standing as stiff as a board just inside the door. She wasn’t 
really supposed to be there, but the hospital staff had more pressing concerns. 
Her hand was at her neck, wrapped around her scarab amulet. The room was 
a hive of activity, with hospital staff coming and going like frenzied bees. 

“Clear!” shouted the lead doctor. The light above her dimmed briefly, and 
then her son took a long overdue breath — a gasp, really. Technically 
speaking, he’d been dead for just under two minutes. 

The lead doctor tried to brush past her on his way out of the room, but she 
stepped in front of him and looked him in the eyes. She needed an honest 
answer, now. He just shook his head. 

Her son was living on borrowed time, and it wouldn’t last. 


Darkness 


Ren and her dad had left the hospital with no news, but at breakfast the 
next day, she knew she was about to get some. 

“Hey, Ren-Ren, we need to talk about something,” her dad said as he sat 
down at the table, pronouncing each word like he was being graded on it. 

“Tt’s about Alex, isn’t it?” 

“°Fraid so,” said her dad. 

Ren looked across the table and there was her mom, dressed in her 
standard spray of bright colors and leaning toward her in Emotional Support 
Position. Perfect as usual, not an eyelash out of place. 

“Oh my God, is he ...” 

“No, no,” said her dad, putting his hands up in a double stop sign. 

Ren exhaled. 

“But he had a close call over the weekend,” said her dad. “Really close.” 

Ren looked down at her Cinnamon Toast Crunch, which was slowly 
turning to Cinnamon Toast Mush in the skim milk. 

Her mom put her hand on her wrist, and it really bothered Ren how much 
she appreciated that. She looked down at the freshly painted nails on her 


mom’s hand, and the freshly chewed ones on her own. 

“His heart stopped for a while. It was a close call.” 

Ren absorbed the news like a body blow. Her mom squeezed her wrist, 
but this time she shook her off. 

“His condition has stabilized, but ...” 

Ren nodded again. She read her dad’s tone as much as his words. Arrows 
stabilize before they fall, too. Her parents’ body language told her the same 
thing: downcast eyes, slumped shoulders. However they’d gotten Alex’s 
heart started again, she knew he wouldn’t make it through Round Two. 

“Can I see him?” she said. It was a test as much as anything. 

Her parents exchanged a quick look. 

“They think that would be possible,” said her mom, finally joining the 
conversation. 

They don’t expect him to make it, she thought. But they’re wrong. 

“But it won’t be ...” her mom began before pausing to fumble for the 
right words. Her years of public relations experience crumbled against the 
gritty details of life and death. “There’s a breathing tube now and ...” 

Ren gave her a look: Does it look like I care about that? 

“You promise you’ll take me?” 

Her dad nodded, and that was the end of the conversation. Ren got up and 
dumped her sugary skim-milk mush in the sink. 


sem 


She spent the day at the museum. She wanted to be close to her dad, in case 
anything changed with Alex and they had to make a quick trip. 

A last trip. 

She tried to delete those words from her mind as soon as she thought 
them. 

She went and sat in her favorite place in the museum, probably her 
favorite place in the world. It was on the second floor in European Paintings: 
a little bench in the middle of a roomful of paintings by Rembrandt. 


She looked around at the familiar artworks. They were dark and 
mysterious, with lively eyed, ruddy-faced men and women emerging from 
the black and brown murk. She didn’t know why she liked these particular 
paintings so much. The Met was full of world-famous masterpieces. 

She liked that these were realistic, though. Rembrandt was a great 
painter, not just a great artist. She admired his competence as much as 
anything, how he somehow made recognizable images out of thick swoops of 
goopy paint. She had no patience for the painters who slapped down a few 
quick lines or splashes of color and walked away. She didn’t understand 
genius — how some things came so easy to some people — but she 
understood hard work. She understood that if you worked hard enough, you 
could get the same results as the people who didn’t have to work hard at all. 
And she could see the work in Rembrandt’s paintings. The figures were built 
up in layers, carefully crafted. They were realistic, just really dark. And now, 
for the first time, she thought maybe she understood why she liked him best. 

She thought about Alex, lying in a hospital with a tube in his mouth. She 
thought about that night in the waiting room, watching a train wreck on TV, 
surrounded by the sick and injured and a dad too busy to hear her. And 
finally, she thought this: Dark is realistic. 


For Later 


Tuesday morning was bright and sunny, which Ren resented. She and her 
dad were finally on their way across town to visit Alex in the hospital. Their 
taxi was stuffed full of all the cards, flowers, and gifts the Met staff had given 
them for Alex. 

The taxi was quiet and Ren searched her brain for something to say. She 
peered around a Get Well Soon! balloon to see her dad. “There was a really 
big line for the new exhibition,” she offered. 

Her dad nodded and went back to looking out the window on the other 
side. He had that same far-off look on his face, puzzling out some new 
problem. 

That was dumb, she thought. It wasn’t a question. 

She tried again. “What are they all there to see?” 

He glanced over. “The Lost Spells,” he said. “They’re big news.” 

“Oh, right, those,” she said. “Yeah, those are pretty important.” 

As soon as he looked away again, she hid behind the balloon, slipped her 
phone from her pocket, and typed Lost Spells into its web browser. 

The first page of results was all from sword and sorcery games and 


fantasy movies. She added Egypt and things improved. She picked an 
official-looking link — from the British Museum in London — and began to 
read. The first part, she already mostly knew: The Egyptian Book of the Dead 
has long been thought to consist of some two hundred known spells. Ancient 
priests used these texts to help the spirits of the dead transition smoothly into 
the afterlife. 

The next part was more interesting: However, there were reputed to be 
nine additional spells. Though some scholars believe them to have been lost 
or destroyed long ago — and others insist they never existed in the first place 
— these so-called Lost Spells were said to be far more powerful. Some were 
even reputed to allow the spirits of the dead to return to their physical — 

“What’re you reading over there?” her dad interrupted. 

She tilted the screen away from him. “I’m on the British Museum site.” 

Her dad smiled. “My little Einstein.” 

Ren looked away. She wished he wouldn’t call her that. He was the 
Einstein. He was the one who grew up speaking only Spanish at home and 
put himself through the best engineering school in the US. She had it ten 
times easier, and it still wasn’t enough. 

He had no idea how much extra work — how many extra questions — it 
took her just to keep up. Plus Ten Ren ... she hated that, too. Alex was the 
only one who’d never called her that. He’d always understood, because he 
was trying to seem better than he really was, too. 

The taxi pulled up at the hospital and they went inside. The waiting room 
looked a little different in the daylight, but it smelled the same. The scent of 
chemical cleaners tickled Ren’s nostrils. Underneath the bright scent of fake 
lemons she could just make out the last stubborn traces of sweat, urine, and 
decay. 

Almost immediately, a nurse came out to lead them up to Alex’s unit. A 
sign read: PEDIATRIC INTENSIVE CARE. Sick kids, thought Ren. She couldn’t 
believe how nervous she was. She wanted to see Alex, but she was dreading 
it, too, which made her feel like a jerk. 


“This is his room,” said the nurse, reaching down and pushing on the 
door handle. “TIl be right outside.” 

“Thank you,” said Ren’s dad before shouldering through with his armful 
of flowers. 

Ren — who was holding the cards and gifts — didn’t trust her voice, so 
she looked up at the nurse and nodded. 

“Hi, Maggie!” called her dad in an exaggeratedly cheery voice. “Special 
delivery.” 

But Dr. Bauer wasn’t there. They both looked around the room. Ren 
looked at everything except the bed. 

“That’s weird,” said her dad. 

“She’s not back at the museum, is she?” said Ren. 

“No, she’s on leave. Dr. Todtman took over for her. She’s probably just 
grabbing some food.” 

Ren found a table and unloaded all the gifts except the one from her. It 
was a book. She knew Alex couldn’t read it now, but he had enough flowers 
and she knew he wouldn’t want another stuffed animal. 

The room was dimly lit and the blinds were closed. Ren looked at the 
sunlight slipping in around the edges until, finally, she was ready to look at 
Alex. She did it in one quick motion. Like tearing off a bandage, she thought, 
and then hated herself for it. And then there he was. 

Alex had always seemed kind of large to Ren. Really, everyone seemed 
kind of large to Ren. But not now. Now he seemed small, swallowed up by 
the bed and shrink-wrapped by the sheets, except for his head, shoulders, and 
arms. His arms had to be outside the sheets, she saw, because they had so 
many things going into and out of them. And then there was the mask and the 
hose that led from it and the machine it led to. She had known it would be 
there. She’d recognized the Darth Vader sound of mechanical breathing from 
the hallway. 

Alex’s face looked the same but different, as if a thin, clear layer of wax 
had been brushed over his tan skin. Less animated — those were the words 
Ren settled on, because it was the nicest way to put it. 


She watched him closely, looking for any signs of movement: a blink, the 
twitch of a finger. 

Nothing. 

“Hi,” she said. 

She thought of the thousands — maybe millions — of words they’d 
exchanged over the years. Sometimes talking over each other because they 
had so much to say. Now she couldn’t think of anything else to say at all. 

Fortunately, she had a few extra words already written down. She knew 
what everyone thought. She heard them talking about Alex as if he were 
already dead. Even his own mother wasn’t there. Ren had no control over any 
of that. All she could do was make up her own mind. 

As her dad bustled around the room, looking for flat surfaces and 
containers for the flowers, Ren slid the book across the crisp, flat sheet and 
under Alex’s hand. It was a paperback copy of Watership Down. Her class 
had read it in school that spring, after he’d left. She hadn’t liked it that much 
— rabbits don’t talk! — but she thought he might. Inside there was a ten- 
dollar gift card to the bookstore. Her mom had bought the book, but Ren had 
bought the gift card on her own. It read, in whole: 

TO: ALEX 

FROM: REN 

FOR LATER. 


He was her best friend, and she would not give up on him. 


The Lost Spells 


Dr. Bauer returned to the hospital a few hours later. She entered the room 
dressed for business, wearing a power suit and carrying a black leather 
briefcase. She walked across the polished floor as if she were covering the 
last few feet of a tightrope, her steps fast but measured, her lips pressed flat 
with purpose. She pulled the chair back up to Alex’s bedside, put down the 
briefcase, and picked a battered old book up off the night table. 

A nurse named Helen fluttered around the room. The two had spent so 
much time together over the last few days that they barely spoke now, just 
went about their respective tasks. Helen swapped out an empty IV bag witha 
full one and double-checked a chart. Alex’s mom resumed reading where 
she’d left off. Her features softened as she began reciting the familiar story. 

“ “Tt is true that Osiris was first a living king. But it is also true that the 
Egyptians saw little difference between the world of the living and that of the 
dead...” ” 

Helen shot her a quick, disapproving look, as if to say: All this talk of 
death. Alex’s mom kept reading. She knew this story was her son’s favorite. 
He always liked the ones with a hint of immortality to them. “ ‘Osiris ruled 


wisely, but his brother, Set, grew jealous. Set struck down his brother and 
cast his body into the floodwaters of the Nile. It was faithful Isis who 
searched for and found the body. Using powerful magic and potent spells, she 
brought Osiris back to life.’ ” 

Helen glanced over, looked away. She headed toward the door, swiping 
at a last speck of dust as she left. Dr. Bauer shot to her feet, tossed the book 
aside, and glanced at the clock. How long until the next nurse ducked her 
head in: Five minutes? Ten? 

Dr. Bauer reached up and wrapped her left hand around the ancient 
scarab at her neck. She waved her right hand toward the open door and 
watched it snap shut. Not enough. She looked down at her chair. She flicked 
her wrist toward the door again and the chair skittered across the waxed tile 
and lodged itself firmly under the door handle. Better. 

Dr. Bauer took a deep breath. That was the easy part. What she was about 
to do was something else entirely. She wasn’t sure it could be done, and she 
wasn’t sure if it should be. She let go of the amulet and, with a trembling 
hand, picked up her briefcase. 

She took one last look at her son, allowing herself to really see him this 
time. Her breath caught in her chest. He looked so small under the covers, 
and there were so many tubes and wires. The doctors had already begun 
talking to her about “moving on,” about disconnecting. 

“The machines are keeping him going,” they told her, always careful to 
say “going” instead of “alive.” To them, he was already gone. 

But not to her. 

Not yet. 

A deep breath: She had to try. He was her son, not theirs. And she had 
access to more than mere machinery. She’d spent her life finding it. So many 
days and weeks away from him already. Days she would never get back, 
unless ... 

She looked over at the little table covered with cards, stuffed animals, and 
flowers from her coworkers. She’d thank them later. She placed the vase of 
flowers on the floor and then swept her forearm across the table. The animals 


flopped onto the floor, landing with soft thuds, and the cards wafted down to 
join them. 

Dr. Bauer opened her briefcase and carefully removed a panel revealing a 
secret compartment. She gently lifted out the object that had been hidden 
inside: her life’s work. The golden letters of the Lost Spells reflected the dim 
light of the room as she flattened the ancient cloth out on the table. Her hands 
were trembling more now — shaking, really. 

How can I control these spells if I can’t control myself? 

She let out a long, slow breath, trying to expel all fear and doubt. 

She glanced at the door, at the clock, and then reached up and wrapped 
her left hand around her amulet again. The scarab: the symbol of rebirth, 
regeneration. It felt hot in her hand. On the table in front of her, the Lost 
Spells began to change. Soon, the golden letters were giving off more light 
than the room had to offer, glowing rather than reflecting. The linen lost the 
dull yellow tint of time and reclaimed the crisp white of long ago. Even the 
air seemed different, the scent of industrial cleaners brushed away by a light 
desert breeze. 

The old magic was here. She could feel it all around her. It had traveled 
across the ages, and that both frightened and reassured her. Her eyes scanned 
the document, the ancient symbols now as clear to her as her ABCs. She 
found the right spell, and in a low, clear voice, she began to chant. 

“Aa-Nadj Khetraak ...” 

Her voice grew louder and her grip on the amulet grew stronger. The 
desert breeze became a strong wind, whipping through the little room. The 
blinds rippled and flapped against the inside of the closed window. She 
reached down and held the scroll in place. She didn’t realize how tightly she 
was Clutching her amulet until thin lines of blood began to slip out from 
between her fingers. 

Her voice was no longer alone. 

She heard them now: phantom whispers, dry and raspy, emerging from 
the air itself and echoing her words. Her right hand no longer trembled. 
Instead, it brushed across the page without her even asking it to, following 


the lines of text. 

The sheer power of it overwhelmed her. It was as if, intent on starting a 
campfire, she’d looked up to find the entire campsite ablaze. 

At last, she reached the end. Her right hand trailed off the edge of the 
scroll, and with great effort, she pried her left hand from the amulet. 

The wind died down. The glow of the letters faded along with the 
whiteness of the linen. For a few moments, the only sound was the 
monotonous drone of the machines. Had it worked? She raised her eyes from 
the scroll to look at her son. 

His small body was still motionless. 

She felt all the energy drain out of her. Her knees buckled and she nearly 
fell to the floor. That was it, then. 

Out in the hallway, someone pounded on the door. Dr. Bauer jumped at 
the sound. “This door has to stay open,” a voice called from the other side. 
“And that TV was too loud.” 

“Just a second!” she called back, her voice faltering only slightly. 

She looked down at the twin wounds on her bloody hand, where the 
copper-tipped beetle wings had punched through her skin. She grabbed a 
handful of tissues and quickly — with one hand and one fist — put the scroll 
back in its hiding place. I’ve done all I can, she thought, her head buzzing 
with the enormity of it. 

More knocking. 

“Coming!” she called, trying to find some scrap of brightness to attach to 
her voice. But as she started toward the door, a glimpse of movement in the 
comer of her eye stopped her cold. 

She spun around. There it was again. 

It wasn’t much, just a twitch of Alex’s hand. A moment later, she saw a 
quick nod of his chin. 

She rushed across the room, tossed the chair aside, and threw open the 
door. “Quick,” she cried. “He’s awake!” 


Awakening 


Alex wasn’t the only one waking up. 

At a handful of spots around the globe, an unfortunate few would also 
bear witness. 

Of these, a boy named Hamadi Chaltoum was merely the most tragic. His 
family was making him go out and get water in the middle of the night. It was 
an annoyance but not a surprise. Still, couldn’t they at least wait till dawn? It 
would be there in a few hours, and then he could see where he was going. 

“The moon is up,” said his mother. “And you should know the way by 
now.” 

“Fine,” he said. He knew it wasn’t up for discussion. His baby sister was 
sick, and they needed to heat up more water. He would have to go to the well 
at the edge of the village. He took the bucket and headed out into the hot 
night. The moon was still bright overhead, not full but close to it. He took the 
main path. All around him the village slept. 

His footsteps were the only sound. 

This was a part of Egypt that outsiders seldom saw, in the far south near 
the border with Sudan. It was close to the famous tombs at Abu Simbel, true, 


but off the edge of the brightly colored tourist maps. Hamadi knew well that 
the tourists didn’t venture beyond those boundaries, beyond the little cartoon 
drawings of tombs and treasure. They wanted to dream of ancient rich 
people, not modern poor ones. When he was younger, his mother had taken 
him there. Not to see the sights but to beg. He was too old now, no longer 
cute enough. She’d take his sister soon, if she recovered. 

A sound reached Hamadi’s ears, and he whipped his head around. It was 
a dry sound, like the rustling of old wheat. 

It’s just the wind, he told himself. 

But when he turned back, his skin told him the truth. There was no wind 
tonight. 

Some little animal, then. Keep walking. 

He quickened his pace. As he did, he passed the edge of the village. 
There were no more houses now, just this dirt path, worn smooth by the feet 
of a hundred generations. He watched it carefully. The dangers out here were 
the old ones: cobras, scorpions. He swung the bucket. It felt heavy and 
reassuring in his hand. 

Friissshhhh. It was the rustling sound again, louder this time. And closer, 
thought Hamadi. He peered out into the open country to his left. 

It’s nothing, he told himself. Keep moving. 

He hadn’t made it two steps before he heard it again. 

Frrissshh-friissshhh! 

He shook his bucket and it rattled and plunked in his hand. He knew that 
small animals were skittish. It was quiet for a few moments, and he walked 
on. The well was just up ahead now. 

Frrrisssshhhh-friiisssshhhh-frrish! 

The well was just up ahead, but so was the sound. 

Whatever it was, it had passed him. 

Hamadi looked into the night, and the night looked back at him. He 
wanted to run. Desperately. But what would he tell his mother, that there was 
a sound? She would laugh and send him right back out, tell him that one little 
baby was enough in the family. 


But there was a sound. And it was getting closer. 

“Get back!” he said, swinging his bucket in front of him. “Leave me —” 
But the words caught in his throat, because now he did see something. By the 
weak light of the falling moon, he caught a glimpse of unspeakable horror. 

It was moving fast, impossibly fast. 

A withered hand flashed across his vision like a cobra striking. 

Now there was another sound in the night, but this was no dry rustling. 
This one was wet — 

Desperate — 

Choking — 

Still. 

Silence finally fell over the southern desert, and dawn rose. The village 
began to stir, not from the outside in or the inside out, but here and there, 
everybody waking at his or her own pace. 

This was true of even the longest sleeps. 

In the heart of the village, one family hadn’t slept at all. At first, a sick 
baby had kept them up. 

Now they waited for a boy who would never return. 


The Returner 


Alex woke up. 

He woke up in the dark to the feeling of being pushed around. Another 
push, a quick pull, and his eyes finally blinked open. 

He coughed and gasped and felt huge gulps of air enter his lungs, and 
opened his eyes the rest of the way. 

He shut them immediately against the sudden flood of light. The single 
image he had at that moment, snapped like a photograph, was of his mom 
standing over him, face pale, with blood on her hand. 
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He woke up again to another tug-of-war. He couldn’t say if it was an hour or 
a minute later, just that this time a nurse was trying to pry a paperback book 
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The third time he woke up, it was to voices. He felt better this time, more 


from his hand. 


alert. He slowly opened his eyes. The room was dark, with only a little dim 
light leaking in from the hallway. Two doctors were standing by the bed and 
whispering. 

“This is the one I was telling you about,” said one. “This kid was 
clinically dead. Called it myself.” 

“How long?” 

“Two minutes was the longest, but it was the machines doing the work 
after that.” 

Alex heard the words clearly, but his mind struggled to process them. 

Dead? he thought. Like dead dead? 

“And now?” 

“Totally normal. BP, vitals, everything.” 

Alex drifted off again, but he remembered the words clearly the next 
morning. He certainly felt normal. In fact, he felt better than he could ever 
remember — no pains, no pinpricks. He was waiting for his mom to arrive so 
he could tell her. A nurse was buzzing around the room, and the TV was on 
above them. 

“Its a strange day, indeed!” said a newscaster with impressive hair. 
“Reports of unusual events are coming in from several locations. None more 
unusual than what happened in England, just after sunrise.” 

A graphic appeared at the bottom of the screen. THAT BLOODY RAIN IN 
LONDON, it read in large red letters. 

“Several reputable sources confirm seeing, and in some cases feeling, 
what seemed to be blood falling from the sky in England’s capital. The red 
drops turned back to rain before any quick-thinking Brits could get a sample 
of the sanguine stuff, but witnesses are standing by their gory story.” 

The screen flashed to an elderly man. “Oh, it was blood, all right. I was a 
medic in the army, so I know what it looks like, don’t I? Could even smell it. 
Has a coppery smell. Very distinctive.” 

The screen flashed back to the anchor. “Now we’re taking you to central 
Egypt, where an unidentified light source briefly turned night into day over a 


large swath of the Sahara desert ...” 

Alex’s eyes flicked from the TV to the door. 

“Alex, honey,” his mom said, rushing into the room. 

“Hi, Mom,” he croaked. 

He could feel tears in his eyes, but he wasn’t even embarrassed, and he 
didn’t push her away when she covered his mussed-up hair with kisses. The 
nurse retreated tactfully. And then his mom heard the TV: “We now take you 
to the Egyptian capital, Cairo.” 

Her head whipped around. Her piercing eyes quickly scanned the screen 
and the headlines scrolling across the bottom. 

“Tt can’t —” she began, but she abandoned the sentence. Her mouth hung 
slightly open as the live report continued. 

“Mom, the news says —” Alex began, but she cut him off. 

“Oh, don’t listen to this silly stuff!” 

She fumbled for the remote and clicked the TV off. 

The room was silent, just the two of them again. Something had changed 
— Alex could still see the love in his mom’s eyes, but his heart sank just a 
fraction as he saw the old worry lines deepen around them once more. 
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They ran test after test, but by Saturday morning, they could no longer justify 
keeping a clearly healthy boy lying in an adjustable bed wearing a paper 
robe. When his mom took him home, for some reason Alex couldn’t get over 
how familiar everything seemed. The way his mom had to jiggle the key in 
the lock, the dinged-up mailboxes in the entryway ... it was as if nothing had 
changed, as if he hadn’t even been away. 

As if I didn’t die and come back. The words flashed through his mind, 
and he shook his head fiercely to clear them. 

“Oh, don’t do that, honey,” his mom said, like always. “You know it’s 
not good for you.” 

His mom was just as upset at home as she had been at the hospital. She 


sat down at the computer to fire off an email only to pick up her phone and 
rush out into the hall to make a call. She abandoned sentences halfway and 
riffled through the thickest and oldest books in the bookcase. 

“I’m fine, Mom,” said Alex. “Really.” 

She just smiled at him and put her hand on his forehead absently. “You 
stay here and rest, okay?” she said. “I have to check on some things at work.” 

“But it’s Saturday,” Alex said, putting down the copy of Watership Down 
that Ren had given him. As weird as his mom was acting, he still didn’t want 
her to leave. 

“I won’t be too long,” she said. “Just need to take a look at a few things.” 

The tone of her voice — a little too breezy — told Alex she was holding 
something back. “Is there a problem with the new exhibition?” he guessed. 

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she said, forcing a quick smile. 
“TIl be back as soon as I can.” 

“I could come with you ...” 

“NO!” she all but shouted. She paused and started again. “Not today, 
honey. You have a nap. Doctor’s orders.” 

“Doctor of what?” he said. 

“Egyptology,” she answered. It was one of their standard jokes, and for 
just a moment a small, sad smile brightened her face. 

“Okay,” he said. He wasn’t tired at all, but he went into his room and 
climbed into bed. A minute later, he heard her talking on her phone. He 
caught snatches through the door: “Ja, nattirlich” ... “Jetz gerade?” It was 
German. He figured it was his grandmother — until the talking became 
shouting. “Das ist nicht richtig! ... War er verletzt? ... Nein, Doktor!” 

Doktor? thought Alex. 

The call ended. 

The door slammed. 


The Hyena 


Back in the museum, a new guard named Jonas held up a large leather 
bag. “It’s okay,” he said. “Just bringing something to one of the guys.” 

Oscar had been leaning against the wall next to the thick steel door of the 
security room. He pushed himself free and took a few steps forward. He 
looked closely at his fellow guard. They were wearing the same uniform but 
were separated by decades of experience. “Listen, I know you’re new here,” 
he said. “What’s it been, a couple weeks? But this room is for authorized 
personnel only — and you ain’t it.” 

Jonas didn’t budge. Oscar cocked his head slightly, assessing the 
situation. He wasn’t used to having his orders ignored by newbies. The two 
guards sized each other up: both big men, one younger, the other more 
experienced. 

“Is there a problem?” said Oscar. 

“No problem,” said Jonas. “It’s just, I think he’ll want this.” 

He unzipped the bag and reached in with one hand. Then he let the bag 
fall to the floor. 

“What is that?” said Oscar, his disgust evident in both his tone and his 


expression. “A dog’s head or something?” 

Jonas smiled. He raised the leathery brown object up and began slipping 
the mask on. 

Oscar almost retched. It was a dog’s head — or something like one, 
anyway. But the fur was long gone, and the skin seemed as close to beef 
jerky as leather. 

“This isn’t Halloween,” he said, shaking off the initial shock. Oscar was a 
trained fighter and an ex-Marine. He even bore a certain resemblance to a 
middle-aged Muhammad Ali. To say he wasn’t easily scared was an 
understatement. And today, he was guarding the security room. Inside were 
the controls and monitors for all the cameras in the museum, along with the 
mainframe controlling the alarms and time locks. 

It was an important job. He stood his ground. 

“Not Halloween,” said Jonas, his face covered now and his voice 
distorted by the dry, hollow mask. “No holiday at all.” 

Oscar vaguely recognized the face as a hyena’s from some long-ago 
nature show. The skin was very old, dried, and stretched. The expression was 
a grotesque leering smile. Oscar’s eyes darted toward the alarm button on the 
wall. 

He lunged for it. 

The man in the mask raised his hand and Oscar felt his fingers crunch, 
jammed backward as if he’d thrust them into a concrete wall instead of empty 
air. Gasping from the pain, he tried to pull his hand back but couldn’t. He 
tried to turn, tried to shout, tried to do anything, but he couldn’t. He was 
frozen, pressed in place as if by the air itself. Out of the corner of his eye, he 
saw the man in the mask slowly closing his outstretched hand. And as the 
fingers closed, Oscar felt the breath being squeezed from his lungs. 
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Elsewhere in the museum — barely a strangled cry away — Alex’s mom had 
just shut down the new exhibition. The curtains were back up. The signs on 


the front, still warm from the printer, read: CLOSED FOR REPAIRS: WILL REOPEN 
SOON! She wasn’t sure either of those statements was true. 

“Okay, walk me through it again, Cris,” she said, turning to Ren’s dad. 
“Everything so far.” 

They were standing in a small room, just off to the side of the one 
housing the Lost Spells. 

Mr. Duran took a deep breath. “Well, the Book of the Dead basically 
looks like it was made last Tuesday. The cloth is way too supple and most of 
the discoloration is gone. Three of the four canopic jars have fallen over. That 
beetle encased in amber, in the jewelry display? Hector swears he saw its legs 
moving. And this ...” He trailed off. 

They both looked down at the plain little time-battered coffin in front of 
them. It was open, displaying a small mummy that until recently had lain 
straight as a board. The mummy was now slightly curled, and on its side, like 
a sleeping child who had shifted in the night. 

Dr. Bauer clenched her hands and felt a jab of pain in the left, which was 
wrapped tightly in medical tape. 

They walked slowly back to the main room. 

“This is crazy stuff, Maggie. We need to understand what’s going on 
before we can fix it.” 

“Tf we can fix it,” she said. “It’s not just here. I’ve gotten calls from 
Cairo, London, the poor guy filling in for Todtman in Berlin ...” 

“Tt’s on the news, too,” he said. “It’s all they’re talking about in the 
office. All the major collections are having problems.” 

“Probably some of the smaller ones, too,” she said. “Just easier for them 
to keep it quiet.” 

He looked at her seriously, but she looked away. She was barely holding 
it together, and she couldn’t risk him seeing the guilt and panic she was 
feeling. 

I had to save Alex’s life was the thought that kept running through her 
head. She’d known there’d be a price to pay. 


“You know what I was thinking, though?” Cris said. “We all use the 
same methods, all handle our artifacts the same way. We even use a lot of the 
same products. What if ...” 

He’s still looking for a scientific explanation, she thought. But he must at 
least suspect. 

“Cris?” she said, and in that moment when she looked up and met his 
eyes, she considered telling him everything. She wanted to. She trusted him. 
But he was a mechanical engineer: 75 percent scientist, 25 percent master 
craftsman, and 100 percent the last person in the world who would believe in 
magic. 

“Listen, Maggie, I don’t want to sound harsh. I know you got a lot going 
on. I think it’s amazing, the news about Alex. We’re all so happy about that. 
But you need to focus, all right? You’ve been freaked out all day, and it’s 
starting to freak me out, too.” 

“I know; I’m sorry,” she said. But she knew that she wasn’t the thing 
freaking him out. 

What was freaking him out was not having all the answers, for once. 

What was freaking her out was having some of them. 

They heard footsteps approaching in the closed, quiet exhibition and 
looked over as the museum’s newest guard entered the room. 

“Mr. Duran?” said Jonas. 

“Yeah, that’s me,” he said. 

“They need you over in Greek sculpture. Sounds serious.” 

Cris gave Maggie a look: What now? “Be right back,” he said. 

Once he was gone, she looked over at the Book of the Dead. That’s when 
she realized the guard was still standing there. “Can I help you?” she asked. 

He reached behind him and began to close the glass door. 

“Leave that open, please,” she said. “We’re having ventilation issues.” 

“No, we’re not,” said Jonas as the door swung shut. 

He was holding something behind his back, and now he swung it around. 
It was a battered leather case, about the size of a bowling bag. It was against 
museum policy for guards to carry personal items around on duty, but the 


smirk on his face told her that he knew that already. 

“What is that?” she asked as he unzipped the bag and reached inside. 

“Allow me to show you,” he replied, pulling the ghastly lump of sagging 
skin free. 

Of course, she thought as he slipped the hyena mask over his head. 

Hyenas were scavengers — it made sense that he’d wait for her to track 
down the Lost Spells, then come out to tear them away from her. She’d only 
heard of this man before — seen the one blurry crime scene photo that 
existed — but she knew all about his underground organization. She knew 
who she was looking at, and it wasn’t a man named Jonas. 

There was no Jonas. 

“Al-Dab’u,” she said. 

“Dr. Bauer,” he said, giving the mask one final adjustment. 

She shot a look at the ceiling. The metal disk above the Lost Spells 
should have been ringed with the red lights of the lasers, but the lenses were 
dark. Had she forgotten to switch them back on after her “repairs”? She 
looked at the cameras, turned in now and facing the walls. Slowly, she 
reached up for her amulet with her bandaged hand. She shifted her grip 
slightly so that the wings wouldn’t find the wounds they’d made. 

“I’m glad we understand each other,” said Al-Dab’u. 

His right hand shot out, flexing a power much greater than mere muscle. 
Dr. Bauer’s feet left the ground and her slender frame flew backward and 
slammed against the wall. Display cases on either side of her rattled as the 
wind left her lungs. 

Al-Dab’u advanced toward her, but he hesitated as he saw her hand 
tighten around the scarab. 

An information plaque flew off the wall and informed Al-Dab’u’s head 
that it weighed 6.2 pounds and was made of steel. 

He staggered sideways, reaching up to straighten out his mask. He balled 
his hand into a fist, and the very air seemed to clamp down on Maggie’s 
throat. 

Two thoughts filled her mind. The Lost Spells. She could not allow this 


man to take them. And Alex. She needed to get back to him. 
She’d been gone too long already. 


Taken 


When Alex went to bed that night, his mother wasn’t home. 

When he got up for a glass of water two hours later, she still hadn’t 
returned. 

He checked the living room table for a note. No note, but he found a 
gold-paint pen and a few scraps of what looked like old cloth. As he bundled 
up the scraps to toss out, he saw the faded cover of a book underneath, 
Legend of the Death Walkers. 

He wasn’t that tired — he’d hardly been tired at all since he’d returned 
from the hospital — and he was determined to wait up for his mom. He 
flipped open the book. He was expecting a novel and was surprised to 
discover that it was a very old history book. He flipped to chapter one: “Who 
Were the Death Walkers?” 


According to legend, the Death Walkers were a group of 
evil men with strong spirits. They knew they would fail the 
weighing of the heart, so after death, they used their powerful 
wills to cling to the edge of the afterlife. There they remain, the 


tales say, struggling to hang on and desperately waiting for an 
opportunity to escape. 


Evil men with powerful wills ... it reminded Alex of something, and he 
flipped to the table of contents. And there it was, chapter four: “The Stung 
Man.” 

Cool, he thought, and settled down on the couch to read as he waited for 
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He woke up to the sound of someone knocking on the door: DONK! DONK! 
DONK! 

Alex looked around the apartment in the dim morning light. 

“Mom,” he called. “Door!” 


No response. He looked around again. Nothing had been moved. The 


his mom. 


keys weren’t on the peg by the door. 

DONK! DONK! DONK! 

“Anyone home?” a man called from the other side. The sound mixed with 
the neighbor’s corgi barking its head off. 

Alex stumbled toward the door. 

“Uh, who is it?” he shouted. 

“Police!” came the voice. 

Police? he thought. What’s going on? 

Half asleep still, he wasn’t afraid, only confused. 

Alex looked through the peephole and saw another eye looking in. The 
eye pulled back and a man’s head came into view. He had Middle Eastern 
features that Alex thought might be Egyptian. He wasn’t wearing a uniform, 
but then he flashed a badge in front of the peephole. 

“MOM!” Alex called again. 

No answer. 

The confusion was turning to fear. 


No, Alex thought. Oh please no. 

“Open the door, please,” called the man. He sounded either tired or 
annoyed, possibly both. 

Alex undid the first lock: click! “Do you know where my mom is?” 

“That’s what we need to talk about.” 
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His name was Detective Hussein, and as soon as he told Alex he regretted to 
inform him that his mother had disappeared from the museum, the 
investigation began. As he did a thorough sweep of the small apartment, he 
peppered Alex with questions. 

“So she just got up and left for work, and that was the last you saw of 
her?” the detective asked. 

“Yeah,” said Alex. “Pretty much.” 

“And you’re sure she didn’t call? Email? Text? Anything?” 

Alex shook his head. But just to be sure he checked his email. And his 
phone. And his voice mail. And his email again. 

Nothing. Not a word. 

He felt helpless and collapsed onto the couch. 

“Where is she?” Alex asked. His voice broke on the last word, but he 
didn’t care. 

“We don’t know,” said Hussein. “Something happened yesterday. We 
have your mom on video entering the museum.” 

Alex fired off the questions as fast as he thought of them: “What do you 
mean ‘something happened’? What happened? You saw her entering the 
museum, so when did she leave?” 

Hussein put his hand up in a stop sign, and for some reason that made 
Alex angry. Are you a traffic cop or a detective? he wanted to yell. Tell me 
where she is! 

“We don’t know. Cris Duran says he saw her in the Egypt wing yesterday 
afternoon. But it’s not on the cameras. We don’t have her leaving, either. 


We’ve been going over it for hours.” 

“Yesterday afternoon?” said Alex. He’d been waiting all that time. He 
could have been looking for her. They could have been looking for her! 
“Why’d you wait so long?” 

“It was Saturday. People just thought she went home to be with you. But 
that was before we knew something else was missing.” 

Alex got a bad feeling. 

“What?” he managed to say. 

“A scroll. Very old. Some kind of spells.” 

“The Lost Spells,” said Alex. His anger had turned to dread now, like hot 
water suddenly running cold. 

“Yeah, those.” 

“She didn’t take them,” said Alex. “She wouldn’t.” 

“We don’t think she did. She had plenty of opportunities before that.” 

“Wait, you mean ...?” 

“Pm sorry, Alex.” 

The cold water turned to ice. 

If he hadn’t been sitting down, he would have fallen. 

“Did you hear me?” said Hussein. 

Alex looked at him closely. For a second, he didn’t even remember who 
this man was. “Hear what?” 

“What I just said.” The detective repeated himself, very slowly: “We 


think she’s been taken.” 


Alex rode to the museum like a tranquilized animal. 

He remembered getting in the detective’s car and getting out of it, but 
nothing in between except the smell of old coffee. He was operating in the 
same sort of steady low-grade panic that people report after tornadoes or 
earthquakes. He started to come out of it as they headed up the broad front 
steps. “What are you going to do?” he asked Hussein. 


“We’re going to find your mom.” 

Alex looked up at the detective and nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Good.” 
They reached the front doors, manned not by museum employees but by a 
pair of beefy uniformed NYPD officers. 

“Detective,” said the closest one, nodding to Hussein. 

“Officer,” said Hussein, nodding back. 

They took a sharp right toward the Egyptian wing. Alex saw bright 
yellow police tape in front of the entrance. It took him another five or six 
steps to spot the man standing behind it, because he was wearing all black. 

“Detective,” Alex said, stopping in his tracks, a memory rushing back to 
him. 

“Yeah?” said Hussein, stopping half a step farther on. 

“My mom got a phone call before she left yesterday.” 

Alex couldn’t believe he hadn’t mentioned that yet. He gave his head a 
vicious shake — like a dog with a chew toy. He needed to get it together, for 
his mom. 

“She was speaking German,” he said with a look toward Todtman. “And 
she was really upset.” 

“Right,” said Hussein. “Interesting. You can tell me about it later.” 

Later? And just like that, it hit Alex. The detective didn’t consider him a 
partner in this case. He considered him baggage. Babysitting. Alex’s head 
dropped, his shoulders slumped. 

Hussein lifted up the yellow tape so Alex could get through. As he 
ducked under, Todtman walked toward him, lowering his phone from his ear. 

“I’m sorry, Alex,” Todtman said, addressing him as if he were a longtime 
friend instead of a near stranger. “I should have been here.” 

Alex stared at him, his suspicion growing. Of course he was claiming he 
wasn’t here. 

“Anything new, Detective?” said Todtman. 

Don’t tell him anything! thought Alex. 

“Nothing yet,” said Hussein. 

“Well, let me know if I can help in any way,” said Todtman. 


“T will, Doctor. And do me a favor?” 

“Yes, Detective?” 

“Don’t go anywhere.” 

“I don’t intend to,” said Todtman. He looked down at Alex and bent his 
face into something like a sympathetic smile. Then he put his phone back to 
his ear and turned away. As he did, something swung into sight under the 
open collar of his shirt. It wasn’t much, just a flash of old copper and a hint of 
blue stone, but Alex recognized it immediately. 

His mom’s scarab. 

He was sure of it. 

Hussein headed into the Egyptian wing, and Alex had no choice but to 
follow. He shot one more look at Todtman, still whispering mysteriously into 
his phone. 

They reached the room where the Lost Spells had been. It reminded Alex 
of Grand Central Terminal. Forensics investigators were walking back and 
forth across the room in purposeful, crisscrossing paths. Their legs made 
shush-shush sounds in their baggy plastic suits. They were collecting 
evidence — and there seemed to be plenty of it. 

“What have you got?” said Hussein to the nearest plastic suit. 

The woman inside shook her head. “What haven’t we got?” 

“That’s not an answer, Barb,” he said. 

“Okay,” she said. “First off, some psycho moved a mummy. Moved. A. 
Mummy. Then there’s the information plaque on the floor. No prints, but we 
sent the swabs on ahead.” 

“DNA?” 

“Yeah, as near as we can tell, dog DNA.” 

Hussein shook his head and frowned. “We’re gonna have to rerun that.” 

“Sure,” said Barb. “We can do that right after we source the scorpions.” 

“Scorpions?” said Hussein, quickly scanning the floor. 

“Yeah, two of them, in the next room.” 

“Exhibits, you mean.” 

“Living,” she said, “and aggressive. I’ve got ’em in specimen jars if you 


want to see ’em.” 

“This is crazy,” said Hussein. “Okay, what about the case? How’d they 
get the scroll?” 

Alex looked over at it. His brain was reeling again. Dog DNA? He stared 
at the case, trying to focus on something. 

“That’s the weirdest part,” said Barb. 

Hussein raised his eyebrows. “I find that hard to believe.” 

“The case is completely intact — still locked, still sealed. And utterly 
empty.” 
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The Mission 


“We contacted your aunt and uncle, and they’! be here by the end of the 
day,” said Hussein. He didn’t want to ditch the kid, but he had work to do. 
And the kid had a lot more questions for him than he had answers. “I can get 
an officer to stay with you if ...” 

“Don’t worry about it,” said Alex. “I know my way around here.” 

“Don’t go far,” said the detective. That seemed responsible enough. 

After a few wrong turns, Hussein found his way to the small office where 
he’d been set up. He found the key and opened the door. The room was dark, 
and he flipped the light switch by the door: nothing. Bulb must be out, he 
thought. He walked carefully toward the desk, the outline of a small lamp just 
visible in the shadows. 

The door suddenly slammed shut behind him. Hussein swung around but 
saw nothing. The room was totally dark now except for a few lines of light 
slipping in through the slats of the blinds. 

“Very funny,” he said. “Jackson, is that you?” 

The lamp clicked on. It wasn’t Jackson. The light was weak, but the face 
of the man sitting at the desk was very pale and Hussein could see every 


fleshy fold. 

“Wait, am I in the wrong office?” said Hussein. 

The man’s left hand slowly wrapped around one of two shiny objects 
hanging from his neck. “You are in the perfect place, Detective,” he said in 
his crisp German accent. 

The police investigation had, for all practical purposes, just come to a 


close. 


It hadn’t taken Alex long to get tired of waiting around the office. He slipped 
into spy mode — determined to see what the investigation was uncovering. 
By the end of the day, no one seemed to know anything more, but he did find 
Ren. She was leaving Medieval Art just as he was heading in. The near 
collision resulted in a near hug — which Alex honestly wouldn’t have 
minded so much. The sight of his best friend filled him with a wave of relief 
and gratitude. It wasn’t that long ago that it seemed like he’d never see her 
again ... But there was no time for that stuff now. 

He dragged her to a bench outside the museum, on the edge of Central 
Park. It was a beautiful evening, and he felt better than ever — no aches, no 
pains. All this would have been great except that there was a giant hole in the 
center of his world. 

“I heard everyone at the museum talking. What did the detective say?” 
asked Ren. 

“They think whoever took the Spells took my mom,” he said. “Maybe she 
was just in the way, and they’ ll try to ransom her back to the museum. Or 
they might need her to help them ‘find a buyer’ for the Lost Spells.” 

He felt himself getting angrier as he talked. “I knew something weird was 
going on with that exhibit — that stupid exhibit!” 

Ren flinched at the volume. 

“Sorry.” 

Ren looked around, as if she were checking out the park. Alex knew she 


was trying to find the right thing to say. “The police will find her,” she said at 
last. 

Now it was Alex’s turn to be quiet. He thought about it. He needed to be 
honest with himself about this. “They won’t,” he said. 

“Don’t say that.” 

“They’re not even trying, Ren!” The words bubbled up from some deep 
well of frustration within him. “There are a ton of them here, but all they’re 
doing is sitting around. Talking.” 

“About the case?” 

“About the Yankees!” 

Ren shook her head, but she didn’t try to argue this time. “They weren’t 
doing much when I was up there, either.” 

Alex looked at her. She sounded sad about it. He wanted her to sound 
angry — as angry and frustrated as him. “I think Todtman has my mom’s 
necklace.” 

“Really?” said Ren, her voice rising with surprise. “Did you see it?” 

“Part of it,” he admitted. “But the detective wouldn’t even listen when I 
tried to tell him about it.” 

Ren shook her head: “Well, that is stupid.” 

For the first time, Alex thought he heard some anger in her voice. 

He tried to fan the flame a little. “Yeah, so stupid.” 

“And you know that Todtman’s in charge of the exhibition now, right?” 

“WHAT?” said Alex. He couldn’t believe it. “And they’re just sitting 
around, waiting for a call. A call that might never come. Until then, where’s 
my mom? Who’s she with? What kind of people would do all this?” 

“Bad people,” said Ren. “Or crazy.” 

A shudder shot through Alex. A plan was taking shape in his head, and he 
needed Ren. 

Ren looked at him. Her expression was still uncertain. And then her eyes 
got wide with recognition. “Oh,” she said. 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“We need to do something.” 


“Yes!” he practically shouted. 

“We do know the museum a lot better than they do.” 

“And I know my mom so much better, and at least we know what the 
Lost Spells are, which they don’t even seem to.” 

“And if they missed Todtman, what else did they miss?” Ren’s voice was 
getting almost as loud as Alex’s now. “I have an idea,” she said. “I heard 
something ...” 

Alex smiled. 

She was the hardest-working, most focused girl on the Upper East Side. 

He was the leading expert on ancient Egypt, age twelve and under. 

And they had a mission. 
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Sneaking Out 


In the forty-eight hours since his mother went missing, Alex had 
discovered only one thing: Even the most important mission can be sidelined 
by a well-meaning aunt. 

Alex was stuck in his new “room,” which was actually his uncle’s office. 
He was playing Dragon Stryke IT: Out of the Sun on a semi-ancient computer 
and waiting until it was late enough for him to sneak out. His dragon crested 
a mountain peak. Alex flapped its wings one more time and then took a quick 
look out the window at the old, rusty fire escape. Will that thing even hold 
me? When he looked back, his dragon was engulfed in flames. 

He scanned the screen to see where the attack had come from. It had 
come from out of the sun, of course. A fire-breathing red dragon had 
swooped down from above. Alex watched the crumpled, smoking frame of 
his lightning-breathing blue dragon crash into the mountaintop. In the end-of- 
game quiet, he listened carefully. Aunt Adele was still in the hall complaining 
loudly about one of her coworkers. 

Alex looked around the room and saw the confines of his new world. The 
thin foam mattress he slept on was rolled up in the corner. His clothes were 


stuffed into an old cardboard box marked Taxes, and Legend of the Death 
Walkers was propped up by the window along with a few of his mom’s other 
things. 

He turned back to the computer and hit reset on the game. His blue 
dragon re-formed in midair and breathed out its trademark lightning bolt. The 
dragon was brand-new, all the damage from the last game gone. A fresh start: 
full health. Just like me, he thought, scanning the sky for enemies. 

The TV blared to life out in the living room and was briefly muted. 
“Alex! TV!” screamed Adele. 

“No thanks!” he shouted back. “Playing Dragon Stryke! Probably going 
to turn in early! Tired!” 

The volume roared back to its normal, neighbor-shaking level. Alex 
locked the door and checked the time: a little past seven thirty. He was 
running late. He saved the game, turned off the light, and grabbed his 
backpack. 

Alex pushed the chair in and stepped over to the window. He tried to be 
quiet. The old window groaned but slid up with surprising ease. But as soon 
as the window opened, the door did, too. Alex looked back. It was his cousin 
Luke. His room was on the other side of the thin office wall. Busted, thought 
Alex. His cousin had been surprisingly cool to him so far, but Alex figured 
that was over now. 

“Where you going?” said Luke. Dressed in his standard array of workout 
gear, he looked like an ad for Under Armour. 

“Uh, nowhere?” Alex ventured. 

“Yeah, right,” said Luke. “Don’t sweat it. Why do you think that window 
Slides open so easy? I use it, too.” 

“So you’re not going to ...” Alex couldn’t bring himself to say “tell.” It 
sounded too babyish around his cool, cocky older cousin. 

“Nah,” said Luke. “Just wanted to let you know there’s a missing step 
halfway down. Kind of dangerous in the dark, so watch out.” 

And just like that, he was gone. 

Alex slid one leg through and stepped gingerly onto the battered metal 


fire escape. The whole structure swayed slightly and Alex glanced back into 
the safety of the office. 

What the heck, he thought. You only live twice. 

He slid the window closed behind him and crept carefully over to the 
steep metal stairs. The fire escape swayed a little more, but he climbed down 
to the second-floor platform without the whole thing peeling off the building. 
The missing step was tricky, but he got past it without breaking anything 
thanks to Luke’s warning. An extendable ladder led down to the alleyway. It 
let out a single, strangled-cat screech as Alex pushed it down. A light came 
on in the window next to him and he scampered down quickly without 
risking a look. 

The ladder ended a good four feet above the alleyway. Alex lowered 
himself and dropped. He landed safely next to the recycling bins, then 
straightened up, wiped his hands on his jeans, and headed out into the 
darkening city. 

Alex turned the corner and jogged to the bus stop. There was an 
emergency staff meeting at the Met, after hours at 8:00 p.m. “Crisis control,” 
Ren had called it. Everyone involved in the new exhibition would be there, 
packed into the main conference room. Everyone. That was their window of 
opportunity — apart from his actual window — and he couldn’t be late. 

The M96 bus pulled up two minutes later. He got a seat and tried to think 
about absolutely anything other than his mom. “You have powerful magic, 
my son. You have summoned the Ancient Ones ...” He shook his head so 
sharply that the man sitting next to him shifted subtly away. 

He took that day’s New York Post out of his backpack to reread the story. 
“Trouble at the Met: Cursed Exhibit or Pyramid Scheme?” Their piece on the 
heist and his mom’s disappearance had been serious, but this one was written 
mostly for laughs. He already knew the parts about the “sleepless mummy” 
and “tipsy jars,” so he skipped down and reread the end: The Met isn’t the 
only famous museum having mummy issues. The Museum of Egyptian 
Antiquities in Cairo was recently shut down due to what officials there 
dubbed “mass psychosis.” 


He stuffed the paper back in his pack. It reminded him of the news 
reports from the morning he’d woken up: blood rain, night turning to day. 
Now the Lost Spells had been stolen, his mom was missing, and an entire 
museum was Closed. 

But that was wrong. He knew it was wrong. His mom’s disappearance 
wasn’t an item on a list. It was the list. It was the paper it was written on and 
the pen it was written with. His mom’s absence was everything. And Alex 
would do anything to find her. 
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“What took you so long?” asked Ren. 

It was 8:03. She was holding the door to the staff entrance open. 

“I literally could not have gotten here any faster!” Alex protested. “I ran 
all the way from the bus stop.” 

“You ran? From the crosstown stop?” 

“Yeah.” 

Ren frowned. “You need to be careful. You have your medicine, right?” 

He ignored the question. It wasn’t his own health he was worried about 
now. The thought that his mom might be suffering had entered his mind, and 
now it refused to leave. She might be tied up in the dark or hurt or — 

“We need to be quiet,” Ren cautioned as they headed into the shadowy 
hush of the closed museum. “It echoes less if we walk along the walls.” 

But they barely made it a hundred yards before they were spotted. 

“Where are you two going?” said Oscar. Alex had always liked Oscar. 
The guard had been working at the museum for ages, had seen them grow up 
— and basically let them do whatever they wanted. 

“Dad has a meeting,” said Ren. 

“Yeah, I heard about that. I’m sure they’II get all this straightened out.” 

“How’d you get that?” said Ren, staring at the clean white cast on 
Oscar’s hand. 

The guard looked embarrassed. “Honestly? No idea,” he said. “Think I 


must have fallen and hit my head and my hand at the same time. That’s my 
best guess, anyway. I did have a headache.” 

“Can we sign it?” 

Oscar shook his head. “Not professional,” he said. “How you doing, 
Alex?” 

Alex gave him a weak thumbs-up. 

“He doesn’t like to talk about it,” said Ren, tugging him along. 

“Course,” said Oscar. “You two take care. And don’t set off any alarms 
on the way to the office.” 

“We won’t!” promised Ren as they headed toward the elevator. 

As soon as Oscar turned the corner, they changed course and hurried on 
toward the Egyptian wing. 

“T guess it’s only the guards assigned to the new exhibition who are in the 
meeting,” whispered Alex. 

“Yeah,” said Ren, looking around like they were in lion country. “We’ll 
have to be more careful.” 

They avoided a second guard near the main entrance and made it to Egypt 
by 8:10. 

The wing was dim and quiet. Alex felt a chill ripple through him as they 
edged deeper into the half-light. This was no longer friendly terrain, no 
longer his mom’s extended office. This was a crime scene now. A place 
where he’d seen things. At least he thought he had. Those last moments 
before his collapse seemed like a dream to him now. 

“Watch out for scorpions,” said Ren. 

Alex knew it was supposed to be a joke, something to break the tension, 
but neither of them laughed. The eerie quiet wrapped around them. Alex 
could hear Ren’s hushed breathing between the soft slap of their footsteps. It 
was a Silence that reminded him they were on their own: no help, no 
witnesses. 

“Okay, so the police have been all over this place,” he said. Even at half 
his normal volume, his voice seemed to fill the room. “And then the cleaning 
crews.” He side-eyed the little tomb where he’d collapsed, and picked up his 


pace. 

“Slow down,” said Ren. “You always ... you, like, practically run by that 
thing.” 

“T just don’t like it,” he said. He remembered the feeling of lying on the 
cold floor, the helplessness. The jackal’s eyes. But he didn’t let his thoughts 
get sidetracked this time. “So we’re not going to find anything, like, lying on 
the floor. But we might see something out of place or ...” 

“T know,” said Ren. “I have some theories.” 

Alex watched her pull a notebook from her messenger bag. 

“What did you do, make a list?” 

“Two pages,” she said. Alex looked over and saw the neatly printed items 
filling the first page. Back in school, Ren was always making lists. She didn’t 
show them to anyone else, because she knew they’d make fun of her. Plus 
Ten Ren. But she showed them to Alex, because she knew he wouldn’t. All it 
proved to him was that he had the right partner. 

“First I want to show you the little mummy,” she said. “Because it’s 
freaky.” 

The curtain was up over the doorway, but there was no guard in front of 
it. There honestly wasn’t much left to guard. Alex wasn’t sure he wanted to 
step through, but Ren’s busy efficiency made him feel safer somehow. 

“Speaking of freaky,” he said as they walked past the Stung Man’s 
sarcophagus. 

They passed the empty case in the next room and headed straight into the 
side room that held the mummy child. Alex had seen it just a few days 
earlier, and he noticed the change immediately. Alex stared at it through the 
glass. “You know what it looks like?” he whispered. 

“What?” 

“Like it can’t sleep. Like it’s trying to get comfortable.” 

“She,” said Ren. “Like she can’t sleep. The sign says she was a little girl 
who died from disease.” 

“You’re not making this any less spooky,” said Alex. 

“Spooky,” said Ren, holding up her notebook, “is not on the list.” 


“Okay then, what is?” 

“Okay, first clue: cameras. They’re everywhere” — she waved the 
notebook in the general direction of the ceiling — “but the detective told you 
there was nothing on them.” 

“So?” 

“So, step one: blind spots. We need to figure out where they are, and 
what might have happened in them.” 

Both kids looked up at the security cameras around the room. 

“Wait,” said Alex. “Do you hear that?” 

Ren cocked her head, lifting one ear slightly to listen. “Sounds like cereal 
in a box.” 

“Or dirt in a shovel,” offered Alex. 

“But where’s it —” 

They both turned and looked back down at the little mummy. 

She was looking right at them. 

Her whole body had shifted, and her empty eye sockets gazed blankly up 
at them. 

“Holy —” began Alex. 

“What the —” began Ren, her voice rising. 

And that’s when the entire museum went dark. 
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Someone screamed. Alex thought it was Ren, but he could not rule out the 
possibility that it was him. 

Or the mummy. 

“The power went out!” shouted Ren, her voice stretched with panic. 

Alex heard her footsteps as she slowly backed away from the coffin in the 
darkness. He did the same, his hand stretched out behind him, feeling for the 
wall. 

“What do we do?” said Ren. 

Alex looked around but saw only blackness. He knew this wing well, but 


well enough to find his way out in the dark? 

As if in answer, an emergency light clicked on along the far wall, casting 
a weak glow that left much of the room in shadow. Alex could hear the faint 
sound of far-off shouting as employees and guards scrambled to follow the 
museum’s blackout protocols: securing the exits and the most valuable 
paintings. 

“Ren, let’s get out of here!” he called. 

She was already moving. 

They sprinted through the room where the Lost Spells had been, but they 
came to a halt in the one housing the Stung Man. A harsh grinding sound 
filled the room. In the weak glow of another emergency light, they couldn’t 
see where the noise was coming from. 

“What is that?” said Ren, nervously scanning the room. 

Alex saw it now. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He did 
manage to point. Ren followed his finger — straight toward the Stung Man’s 
sarcophagus. 

She took a quick, sharp breath, but her voice failed her, too. 

They both watched in silent horror as the heavy stone lid of the Stung 
Man’s sarcophagus slowly slid back. 
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The Stung Man 


The canopic jars lined up in front of the sarcophagus began to shake. 

Alex watched the black gap grow as the lid continued to grind backward. 
He thought he could see something stirring inside. 

With his body suspended between paralysis and flight, Alex’s mind was 
working overtime. It was clear to him now. His suspicion had become a 
certainty. This wasn’t about camera angles or death’s door hallucinations. 
He’d been avoiding the word this whole time, but he needed to accept it. “It’s 
magic, Ren. It is.” 

Ren shook her head slowly, her eyes fixed on the exit. They’d have to go 
right by the sarcophagus if they wanted to get out of here. 

As they watched, the ancient jars rattled like maracas and the five- 
hundred-pound lid yawned open to the ragged soundtrack of rock grinding on 
rock. 

And then Alex saw the hand. 

The heavy stone lid of the sarcophagus fell to the floor with a loud 
Kronk! In the weak light, Alex saw two smaller lids inside, both pushed up 
and away. How much strength did that take? The hand rose up from the deep 


shadows within. Ragged wrappings frayed and fell aside as the fingers curled 
for the first time in millennia. Alex watched in frozen horror as the entire arm 
emerged, hooking itself over the edge of the carved stone and pulling the rest 
of the body into the light. The canopic jars on the floor below were shaking 
so violently that they seemed like they might explode. 

It was the Stung Man. His skin was visible in the places where his 
wrappings had given way, but it looked nothing like the skin of the other 
mummies Alex had seen. It wasn’t stretched and dried and stained by time. It 
was livid and covered with swollen welts. The Stung Man turned and stared 
into the room, not with empty sockets but with wet, sinister eyes. 

“Run!” screamed Ren. “We have to run!” 

The path out of the room would take them within just a few feet of the 
creature, but they couldn’t go back. The other mummy was back there — and 
who knew what else. 

Alex took one more horrified look: The Stung Man was staggering to his 
feet. Soon, he’d be free. 

Ren took off, and Alex followed a split second later, his feet reacting 
faster than his brain. 

The Stung Man took a slow, clumsy swipe at them as they passed, and 
Alex ducked to avoid the blow. 

Almost to the door now. 

It slammed shut just before they reached it. Ren was running so fast she 
couldn’t stop in time, and she bounced against the thick safety glass. Alex 
skidded to a halt and grabbed Ren’s shoulders to steady her. 

“No!” she gasped. He could hear the fear in her voice. 

She began to tug wildly at the handle in front of her. 

Alex wrapped his hands alongside hers on the handle and pulled with all 
his strength, but it wasn’t giving. 

“Stay awhile,” a man’s voice called behind them. “You’re just in time.” 

A figure in a guard’s uniform stepped from the shadows in the far corner 
of the room, and for a second, Alex felt a wash of relief. But then panic 
surged again. The guard’s body was that of a man. But the head ... the head 


Alex felt his knees begin to give. The man had the desiccated head of a 
hyena. Ren whimpered beside him, and fear took over Alex’s body. Spots 
swam in his vision and his head began to loll back, as if his neck had turned 
to rubber. 

Then he felt a sudden impact. 

Ren had collapsed backward into him. 

You can’t pass out, he thought. I was going to do that! 

He hooked his arms under Ren’s, elbows to armpits, and tried to drag her 
upright. 

“Yes, stay right there,” the man in the mask said. 

Alex had no intention of doing so. His head whipped from the guard 
across the room to the mummy struggling up from his stone bed. 

“Stay still,” the guard repeated. 

Alex understood now. This man was no guard. He tried to lift Ren to her 
feet but he wasn’t strong enough and she just hung there, dead weight. He 
shook her. Her eyes snapped open and she looked up at him. 

“You gotta get up, Ren!” 

But just as she began to gather her feet underneath her, the man in the 
mask extended his right hand, palm down, and pressed it toward the floor. 

A great force hit Alex and Ren and flattened them against the ground. 
Alex tried to stand, tried to push Ren up, but it felt as if someone had dropped 
a mattress on them. 

The Stung Man, however, rose to his full height. Alex could see his face 
through the filthy wrappings. The skin was neither living nor dead but some 
grotesque approximation of both, and the entire left side was lumpy and 
swollen. 

Scorpion stings, Alex realized in horror. 

“Let us go!” shouted Alex, even though he didn’t understand how he was 
being held. He tried to roll toward the wall. Nothing. 

“Let her go!” he yelled. 

The hyena head tilted back in laughter. “The two of you are barely a 


snack as it is. He needs to feed.” 

Alex flicked his eyes toward Ren. Her face was tight with terror. They 
were laid out before the sarcophagus like two pigs in a blanket on a tray. 

“He may not consume your bodies,” said the guard. “But he will certainly 
take your souls.” 

The disfigured corpse stepped clear of its long confinement and took an 
unsteady step in their direction. He reached out and pulled a handful of empty 
air back to him. Even through the struggle and panic, Alex felt a glimmer of 
recognition. He remembered his own waking moments in the hospital: 
groggy and disoriented, unsure what his body had in store for him. 

Alex tried to stand, roll, kick. Nothing. 

And then ... 

BRRAACCKK! 

The door behind them flew open so hard the safety glass cracked. 

With a sudden jerk, the invisible weight holding him down lifted. 

Alex leapt to his feet. 

He reached down for Ren, but she was already scrambling up. 

They half stumbled and half ran toward the open door. Alex was hoping 
to see the police, or at least a real guard. Instead he got ... 

“Todtman!” called the man in the mask. 

“Al-Dab’u,” called the German. 

The Stung Man came to an unsteady halt and looked from one to the 
other. 

They’re working together! thought Alex, his brain sloshing with 
adrenaline. 

“Oh no!” moaned Ren. 

“Stay out of this!” called the guard. “This is no place for frail scholars. 
Let me do my work.” 

“You know I can’t,” said Todtman. 

Wait, thought Alex. They know each other... 

“Then you will suffer the same fate!” 

... but they aren’t working together ... 


“Nicht heute,” breathed Todtman. 

Alex rummaged the cupboards of his overheated brain, found the few 
German words his grandmother had taught him: Nicht heute. Not today. 

Todtman reached up toward the open collar of his button-down shirt. The 
emergency light reflected off something in his hand. He held an amulet — it 
wasn’t the scarab but some sort of bird — and thrust it toward Al-Dab’u. 

Al-Dab’u’s body lifted and jerked as a great unseen force seemed to hit 
him. “You ... I... didn’t,” stammered Al-Dab’u, and his hands flew to his 
temples. “Get ... out... of ... my ... head,” he managed, struggling to 
complete each word. 

The Stung Man lost interest in the two combatants and turned back 
toward his young meal. 

“Let’s go!” yelled Ren, yanking on Alex’s sleeve. 

As they raced toward Todtman, the froggy man’s eyes widened in horror. 
“Get down!” he screamed, diving to his right. 

Alex and Ren threw themselves on the ground just as a massive display 
case hurtled over them and landed in a crash of glass and metal right where 
Todtman had been standing. 

Alex and Ren leapt to their feet once more, Alex’s heart pounding now, 
and his breathing heavy. The twisted metal bulk of the display case filled the 
doorway — they’d never get over it in time. Their only chance now was the 
far door, but they’d have to get past the Stung Man and Al-Dab’u to reach it. 

Alex and Ren locked eyes for one fleeting second, and Alex could see his 
fear and disbelief reflected back at him in her face. “We have to,” he 
managed. She locked her jaw and nodded. The Stung Man jerked in 
confusion as the two kids barreled toward him. He staggered for a step then 
found his feet, crouched low, and brought his long arms up in a vicious lunge. 

“Watch out, Ren!” 

Alex dove for the floor just under the Stung Man’s reach, his momentum 
propelling him in a belly slide across the polished marble. He slammed into 
the wall near the far door in a tangle of arms and legs. Ren reached him a 
second later, still on her feet. She grabbed his hand and yanked him out of the 


way just as a stone chunk from the broken sarcophagus exploded against the 
wall where his head had been. 

Al-Dab’u gave a scream of frustration that turned to a scream of pain as, 
across the room, Todtman focused the full power of his amulet on him and 
brought him to his knees. 

The Stung Man swiveled toward the kids, more sure on his feet now. A 
thought formed in Alex’s racing mind, simple and undeniable. 

He’s waking up. 

“We have to get out of here!” he shouted to Ren. 

“NO!” Todtman yelled. “We must stop him!” He pulled something from 
around his neck and tossed it high and hard across the room. 

Alex reached out instinctively, his palms cupped for a basket catch. The 
stone beetle hit his palms with a solid thunk, and his hands closed around it. 
His mother’s amulet. 

“Try to use the scarab, like this!” said Todtman. 

He wrapped his left hand around his own amulet and pushed his right out 
toward the Stung Man. A humidity monitor lifted off the floor and flew 
toward the mummy. He swatted it out of the air, and the device landed with a 
mechanical crunch. 

Todtman looked over at Alex. “Your turn.” 

Alex was sure there was no way he could do what Todtman had, but he 
turned to face the thing. Holding the scarab in his left hand, he mimicked 
Todtman and reached out with his right. 

Nothing. 

Of course not, he thought. 

As the Stung Man lurched forward, Alex glanced over at Ren. He 
recognized the look on her face. Mixed in with the fear was a look he knew 
far too well, a look he’d seen from classmates and teammates and now his 
best friend: disappointment. 

No! Not anymore! He turned back to the Stung Man. He was even closer 
now. Grasping the scarab, Alex punched out his fist. 

A powerful gust of wind rose up and battered the ragged corpse, who 


stumbled and faltered against it. Alex looked at his hand and his jaw dropped. 

Did I do that? 

The Stung Man opened his mouth and released a rasping, angry hiss. The 
fetid smell of the tomb hit Alex and nearly buckled his knees. He put his 
forearm up over his mouth and coughed into it. He saw Ren bend forward 
and cover her mouth, doing her best not to retch. 

Alex repeated the move more confidently — and another gust of wind 
slammed into the Stung Man. But the creature leaned into it this time and 
took a plodding step forward. 

“He’s too powerful for that now,” called Todtman. 

“Let’s leave,” Alex said. “We can lock it in ... get backup ...” 

Ren darted forward, picked up the shattered humidity monitor, and with a 
shout of rage, hurled it at the beast. It bounced harmlessly off his rag- 
wrapped chest. 

Ren didn’t have a magical amulet, but she wasn’t giving up, so neither 
could he. Alex steeled himself. Still clutching the scarab, he frantically swept 
the room with his eyes. Through the doorway, he saw the cases housing the 
Book of the Dead. Somehow, incredibly, he realized he could understand the 
symbols inside. His mind instantly began to clear, and the rows of 
hieroglyphs called out to him. 

He stared at them. 

And as he stared, they began, very faintly, to glow. 

Ren gasped. 

Todtman looked over. 

The Stung Man stopped in his tracks. 

Todtman took advantage of the opportunity. Grasping his amulet with 
one hand, he chopped his other hand down toward the floor. 

The Stung Man’s left foot kicked sideways into his right, and he 
staggered onto one knee. As he did, he gazed not at the man who had felled 
him, but over at the glowing symbols. He shook his head, trying to clear 
thousands of years of cobwebs. 

Alex again felt a glimmer of recognition, almost sympathy. Was there a 


monster under those rags, or a person? He remembered what he’d read in his 
mom’s book. The Stung Man had started out as a skilled farmer, but in a 
drought year the pharaoh had taken too large a share of the crop. Weak with 
malnutrition, the farmer’s wife and child had died. Only then did he turn 
outlaw. 

The Stung Man held out his hand, not toward Alex or Todtman, but 
toward the canopic jars still rattling violently. One after the other, they 
wooshed toward him. 

Fwup! Fwup! Fwup! Fwup! 

Lungs, stomach, liver, intestines. 

The Stung Man scooped them up under his long arms and let out another 
ragged hiss, another knee-buckling cloud of stench. Then he turned and 
stumbled past Ren and Alex, past the glowing symbols. Al-Dab’u climbed to 
his feet and scurried after him. 

A moment later, only the foul smell remained. 

Todtman chased after them, but Alex could only stare down at his amulet 
and then over at the Book of the Dead. The glow was gone, the cases dark. 

“Can we leave now?” said Ren. She was shaking badly. 

Todtman returned red-faced and out of breath. 

“Gone,” he said. “I don’t know where they went ...” He scanned the 
comers of the room helplessly. 

“That guy was the worst guard,” said Ren, shaking her head. 

Alex couldn’t tell if she was joking or just as brain-fried as him. He 
stopped midway through the room and stared at the empty sarcophagus. The 
others stopped, too. 

Alex wanted to say something about it, but he didn’t have the energy. As 
the three of them stood there looking, the lights clicked back on. All over the 
museum, alarms went off like distant fireworks. 

“That’s better,” said Todtman. 

Alex could only nod. He heard footsteps and turned toward the door in 
time to see Oscar and another guard burst in. 

“What happened?” said Oscar. 


Alex had no idea how to answer that. But Todtman did. 
“Tt was another robbery,” he said. “They got the Stung Man, I’m afraid.” 
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The Book Club 


Alex and Ren were seated in Todtman’s office, watching silently as 
Todtman took out a bottle of headache pills and popped two in his mouth. 

Alex knew what that was like — he could practically taste the gritty chalk 
of the dissolving tablets. He looked down at his amulet and then over at Ren. 
She was still breathing hard, her hands shaking slightly. 

He listened to the sound of his pulse in his head. The beats were hard and 
fast, and every one sounded like a single word to him: Mom. 

It was bad enough before, he thought. 

It was bad enough when he thought his mom had been kidnapped. 

Before he knew the smell of the crypt. 

Before he knew that the dead could wake. 

There was something much larger going on. And somehow his mother 
was a part of it. The Spells were gone but her scarab was here, her scarab had 
powers — 

He needed answers. 

“Who are you?” he asked Todtman. 

Todtman swallowed the pills and pointed to the little sign on his desk: DR. 


ERNST TODTMAN. 

“Yeah, but who are you really?” Ren said. Her eyes were still wide with 
shock and fear, but Alex could see her fight to push all that aside and focus. 
He felt a rush of gratitude. 

“I can assure you that is my real name,” said Todtman. His tone was 
measured, but Alex knew he wasn’t unaffected by what had just happened. 
Ren’s hands weren’t the only ones that were shaking. 

“T am associate director of the Neues Museum in Berlin,” Todtman 
continued, his accent coloring his words just slightly. “I am an Egyptologist 
and a colleague of your mother’s — and a friend. We are members of a sort 
of ... there is a word for it in German, but I do not think there is quite the 
right one in English. A sort of ... group, perhaps?” 

“A secret society?” said Ren, leaning forward. 

“Mmmmm, more like ... a professional organization. Some call us the 
Keepers. We are scholars, mostly. We help each other in our studies, share 
our findings — sometimes we read the same book.” 

“You’re ... a book club?” said Ren. 

Todtman smiled. Alex had seen that smile before: The heavy flesh of his 
cheeks creased and lifted, the already buggy eyes opened even wider. It had 
seemed sinister to him when he first met Todtman, but now it seemed less 
frog-like and more friendly. 

“You had his mom’s beetle thing,” Ren accused. 

Alex felt a flash of guilt. He should have said that. 

“She left the amulet for me,” said Todtman with a shrug. “At least that’s 
what I think. It was found in a case in the new exhibition. A loose piece, out 
of place ... she had to know it would be brought to me.” 

“Wait,” said Alex, determined to get his head around it all. “Is anyone 
going to talk about the crazy undead mummy that just tried to eat our souls?” 

“We’re getting to that,” protested Ren. “We have to start with things I can 
understand or my head is going to explode, all right?” 

“All right,” he said. He could hear the strain in Ren’s voice and see the 
confusion in her eyes. Her world had just turned upside down. 


This was easier for him. He’d been raised on stories of ancient Egypt and 
ancient magic. He just had to accept that those stories were true — and how 
could he deny that now? He tried to come up with a question that wasn’t too 
head-explode-y. “The guard in the mask. You called him Al-Dab’u? And he 
could do things — we could all do things ...” 

“Not all of us,” said Ren, more to herself. 

Todtman considered the question. 

“Yes, let’s start with him. Not a guard, not really — though he had me 
fooled. He works for an organization out of Egypt, very powerful,” said 
Todtman. “They call him Al-Dab’u — the Hyena. I’m sure you can see 
why.” 

Ren nodded. One clear connection, one answer. Todtman continued. 

“And the organization, well, I’m afraid they are a secret society. They are 
called The Order, at least that’s how you’d say it in English. In Egypt, people 
think of The Order like the mafia in Italy, or the yakuza in Japan: powerful, 
violent, and with strange traditions. And like those organizations, this one is 
very old. But they are not truly like the others.” 

“Why not?” said Ren. “We have the mafia here, too, by the way.” 

Todtman tipped his head, thanking her for the information. “Because they 
are a death cult,” he said. “The mafia, here or there, the yakuza; they exist for 
the money, the power. The Order serves a man who has been dead for 
thousands of years. They’d been hunting for the Lost Spells, because their 
ultimate goal is to bring him back.” 

“The Stung Man?” said Alex. 

“No, but like him.” 

“A Death Walker?” said Alex. 

“How do you know about the Death Walkers?” said Todtman, surprised. 
“But yes, another Death Walker.” 

“Think I read one of your books ...” 

“Wait, there’s a book?” said Ren, sitting up straighter. “Can I read it?” 

Alex was about to answer when Todtman held up one finger. 

“What?” said Alex, eager for another revelation. 


Todtman lowered his finger and pointed it at the door. As he did, there 
was a loud knock. 

“Pll have to get that, I’m afraid,” said Todtman. “It’s the police.” 

“Just one minute, please!” he called toward the door. 

“Obviously, we have much more to discuss,” he said, lowering his voice 
again. 

“Obviously,” echoed Ren, shooting him a look that said, And don’t you 
forget it. 

“Yeah, like what does this have to do with my mom?” said Alex, hating 
that his voice broke. “And the amulets? And —” 

“T know this is difficult,” said Todtman, “but right now, the police will 
want to talk to us. And you need to listen to me carefully.” 

“You want to tell us what to say?” said Ren. 

“You could put it that way, but please understand. These people — that 
creature — there is nothing the police can do. Guns, prisons, juries ... They 
are no obstacles to him. And if we were to say what we saw here tonight, 
what we did ...” 

“We’d be the ones who’d get locked up,” said Ren. 

“ “Mass psychosis,’ ” said Alex. 

“At the very least, it would get in the way of what we need to do. And we 
want the same thing.” 

“To stop them?” said Alex. 

“Yes, and to find what was taken.” 

“And my mom.” 

“Of course.” 

Alex looked him in the eyes, and he thought he saw understanding there. 
This man had said he was his mom’s friend. 

“You called my mom? Before she left?” 

“A friend of ours was hurt, in Cairo. She was upset. We both were.” 

Alex nodded. He decided to believe him. What choice did he have? 

Another knock on the door, louder this time. Todtman and Alex both 
looked at Ren. She nodded, too. “Okay.” 


“TIl have to unlock that,” said Todtman, looking at the door as if it were 
a thousand miles away. He glanced down at his own amulet — in the shape 
of a bird, Alex noticed — then over at the bottle of headache pills. He pushed 
back his chair. “I think PII do it the old-fashioned way.” 

As Todtman got up and walked past them, Ren leaned over to Alex. She 
wasn’t shaking anymore. “Do you believe this?” she whispered. 

“What part?” he whispered back. 

“They’ve got a death cult,” she said as the door opened behind them. 
“And we’ve got a book club.” 
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Amulet 


And after all of that, Alex had to head back across town — and hope no 
one had pulled that ladder back up. “I don’t think they’ll come after you,” 
Todtman had said by way of good-bye. “Not right away. But maybe you 
should take a taxi.” 

Not exactly comforting. Still, Alex needed some time to himself to 
process all this, and he was still exploring the limits of his newfound strength, 
so he decided to walk home. He made his way slowly through Central Park, 
sticking to the well-lit main roads and keeping a close eye on the shifting 
shadows around him. Mostly, though, he thought about his mom. She felt 
both closer now and further away. This organization, The Order, must have 
her, he thought. The Order must have taken the Lost Spells and my mom. 
Alex considered Todtman: He was definitely strange, but he’d saved his life 
and Ren’s, too. Could he help me save my mom? 

Alex held his hand out in front of him to see if it was still shaking. Just a 
little. He reached up with it and wiped away the tears that were beginning to 
well up in his eyes. He was alone now, and he was a mess. He needed a plan 
— or something he could do — 


He took the familiar amulet out from under his shirt and looked at it for a 
few steps. It was beautiful but also plain, just polished stone and refined 
copper. It was a winged beetle, carved thousands of years ago — and it could 
do things. He wasn’t sure exactly what, but there was no doubt it was special. 

Mom must have known, he thought. Why didn’t she tell me? She’d always 
protected him, he knew that, but had she always kept him in the dark, too? He 
shook the thought out of his head and felt the amulet’s silver chain scratch 
against his neck. He reached up for it again. “All right, little beetle,” he said 
softly, “let’s see what you can do.” 

He looked around him, in front and behind, and waited for a lone jogger 
to pass. He closed his left hand around the scarab, a sense of anticipation, of 
something about to happen, tingling through him. His mind raced and his 
pulse revved. He took the last of the ebbing adrenaline inside his body and 
focused it. 

Alex pushed his right hand out toward the top of a nearby tree, thick with 
fat green summer leaves. A leaf began to whip. Then the whole branch 
started to sway. He tightened his grip and pointed his fingers, and the leaves 
began to tear free and fly off into the softly glowing New York night, and it 
was so unbelievable that Alex couldn’t help but laugh at the strangeness of it. 
He released the amulet and looked at his hand. Yep, he thought, that really 
happened. 

He kept walking and breathed deeply. He had a lot of practice with that. 
His pulse began to slow; his nerves began to calm. He missed the rush before 
it was even fully gone. A single word formed in his racing mind: dangerous. 
After a lifetime of caution, he kind of liked the sound of that. 

What else could it do? Todtman had done something to Al-Dab’u’s mind. 
“Get out of my head”? Isn’t that what he’d said? Is that how he beat 
him? Another jogger passed. Alex held the scarab and touched his other hand 
to his temple. He looked at the jogger, her ponytail swinging left-right, left- 
right as she ran. Turn around, he thought. TURN AROUND. Nothing. Hop! 

he tried. Jump! Nothing. She turned the comer and was gone. 

Either his amulet didn’t work that way, or he wasn’t doing it right. And 


now his head was starting to hurt, too. The rush he liked. The headache, not 
so much. He let go of the amulet and walked on in silence toward his aunt 
and uncle’s apartment. The darkness was full of eerie rustlings, but Alex was 
too exhausted to care. 

As he approached the west side of the park, he saw a group of people 
clustered near a streetlight by the entrance. They were looking down at 
something on the ground. It took Alex a moment to realize it was a person. 
He hurried over, taking out his cell phone as he ran. 

“What’s wrong with her?” said a man in a Yankees cap. 

“She says she was bitten,” said an old lady holding a very small dog. 

“Bitten?” said the man. 

“Look at her leg,” said a younger woman. 

Alex crowded in. It was the jogger from before. He had a flash of panic: 
Did I do that? But when he saw the wound, he knew he hadn’t. There was a 
swollen red circle just above her ankle. The jogger had her eyes closed and 
her teeth clenched. 

“Are there any snakes in the park?” said the man as they waited for the 
ambulance. 

The old woman gasped. “I’ve never seen one here!” she said, holding her 
little dog tighter. 

Alex scanned the ground one last time and caught a sudden jitter of 
movement at the edge of the streetlight’s glow. 

Just a quick glimpse of a small, spiky shadow. 

Alex would’ve had no idea what it was. 

If he hadn’t seen the stinger. 
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Scorpions 


Alex and Ren met across the street from the museum the next morning 
and waited for Todtman. “Hey, did you bring that Death Walkers book?” said 
Ren. 

“Couldn’t find it,” said Alex. “I could’ve sworn I had it by the window, 
but it wasn’t there.” 

“You ask your aunt and uncle?” 

“Said they hadn’t seen it.” 

“What about your cousin?” 

“Luke’s not much of a reader.” 

“Oh, wait, here comes Todtman.” 

He walked up carrying an extremely large coffee in one hand and a 
newspaper under one arm. “Good morning,” he said. “Let’s walk.” 

He headed toward Central Park, and Alex and Ren tagged along on either 
side. 

“We should, uh, watch our step in here,” said Alex, eyeing the ground as 
they entered the park. 

“Indeed,” said Todtman. “There’s something I want to show you. You 


both have strong stomachs, I hope.” 

Alex and Ren glanced over at each other: strong stomachs? 

“And you’ve both seen the news?” 

Todtman flashed the front page at them. The headline: “Stung Man 
Sprung from Cursed Exhibit.” 

“They didn’t mention us by name,” said Ren. “But they mentioned you.” 

“Did you get in trouble?” asked Alex. 

“Not exactly,” Todtman said cryptically, dropping the paper in a trash can 
without breaking stride. 

They hooked a right and headed deeper into the park. 

Ren tested the water with a softball question. “So what’s your deal 
anyway?” she asked Todtman. “Why Egypt? Why not...” 

“Please don’t say World War II,” he said, not unkindly. Alex looked 
around to see if anyone was following them or listening in. Todtman 
continued: “Egypt has been a passion of mine since I was young — younger 
than you two. I took a trip when I was eight.” 

“It’s not as far from Germany,” volunteered Ren. 

“True, but still far. My family was neither rich nor poor, and the trip was 
a big event. My father had gotten a bonus, I believe. In any case, eight years 
old. I’d never seen anything more impressive than a well-made cuckoo clock, 
and here were pyramids as high as skyscrapers. We floated down the Nile 
and our guides took us down into a tomb. The sarcophagus was still inside. I 
was done for. Hooked.” 

Alex knew the feeling, but they hadn’t come here to talk about vacations. 
“Shouldn’t we go someplace private?” he said, waving his hand at the park’s 
famous scenery. 

“But this is very private today, isn’t it?” said Todtman. 

Alex looked again. The park should’ve been packed on a summer day 
like this, but the trails were mostly empty. He didn’t see a single jogger. He 
remembered the scene last night, the face twisted in pain. He could 
understand that. But what about the tourists, the dog-walkers ... 

He heard a rustling just off the path and jumped away. 


“There are scorpions here,” he said. 

It sounded silly in the daylight, but he knew what he’d seen. And the 
others weren’t exactly laughing. 

“They’re all over the city,” said Ren. “Didn’t you read any of the other 
stories?” 

Alex shook his head. Ren gave him a disapproving look and turned 
toward Todtman. “The news says it’s because of people releasing ‘exotic 
pets’ and climate change.” 

Todtman considered that for a moment as they walked. “When faced with 
the impossible, people will always cling to what they know,” he said. 

This time Alex gave Ren a look. She ignored it. 

“Was that a real mummy?” she asked. No more softball questions. 

“Quite real,” said Todtman. 

“He didn’t look like one,” she countered. 

“True, his life force has returned to his body.” 

A flash of recognition nearly stopped Alex in his tracks. 

“How is that possible?” said Ren, but Alex could hear the fight leaving 
her voice. She’d seen the same thing he had, and it wasn’t some nut job in 
gauze. 

“No, my turn,” said Alex. “What are, um, what about the amulets?” 

Todtman had been expecting that one: “We only know of a handful with 
these kinds of powers, though there could be more. Mine is in the shape of a 
falcon, the symbol of the watcher.” 

“Because of their eyesight,” said Ren. 

“Yes,” said Todtman, “and their range.” 

“Mine, well, my mom’s, it’s a scarab,” said Alex. 

“Yes, the returner, a symbol of rebirth and regeneration.” 

Another flash of recognition. Ren snuck in a question as Alex began to 
put the pieces together. “How did you find them?” 

Todtman cocked his head to consider. “We think they found us. Alex’s 
mother was the first. She found the scarab on a dig near Sudan. I found mine 
in a market bazaar.” 


“So anyone could have ...” 

“T don’t think so. They only seem to work for one person — one person 
at a time, at least. It’s like they put themselves in our path. Hundreds of 
people must have picked mine up and felt nothing, no spark of recognition. 
And I felt none with the scarab.” 

“And they each do different things, don’t they?” Alex asked. 

Todtman fixed Alex with his bugged-out eyes and smiled. “You 
understand, then. I thought you might, once I saw you use the scarab. Yes, all 
of them can do certain things. Move small objects, and so on, but mine, well, 
I can see things quite clearly sometimes. When the power went out, I knew to 
go straight to the sarcophagus. I can also control people to an extent. A 
watcher can also be a boss, of course, an overseer. But the scarab, it’s much 
more powerful.” 

“I can do, like, a wind thing,” said Alex. 

“The wind that comes before the rain,” said Todtman. “Another kind of 
rebirth — but the scarab can do much more than that. It’s the reason we’re all 
here, isn’t it?” 

“Wait, what do you mean?” said Ren. 

Alex turned the words over. The next piece of the puzzle clicked into 
place, and everything in him went cold. “The reason I’m still here ...” he 
said. 

Ren looked from Todtman to Alex and back. “Tell me!” she said as they 
took another turn, heading deeper into the park. They were far from the street 
now, and the trees seemed to close in around them. 

“In the hospital, my mom ...” He turned to Todtman. “I thought I 
dreamed that, but ...” He almost couldn’t say it. “She used the amulet, didn’t 
she?” 

“She used the Lost Spells,” he said. “I warned her not to — no offense to 
you, Alex — but she was desperate. It seems the scarab can activate the Book 
of the Dead. I believe we saw that last night, too. I think that’s what spooked 
the Stung Man. It can give the old spells their power back. And the Book of 
the Dead is very powerful, whether it’s moving someone toward the afterlife 


— or, in the case of the Lost Spells, bringing them out of it.” 

Alex remembered the ancient text, glowing faintly. His head reeled at the 
implications. “Mom brought me back,” he whispered. “Reattached my life 
force.” 

“The returner,” said Todtman. 

“But not just me...” 

A new possibility opened up for Alex. He felt like he was falling down a 
well, waiting to hit bottom. 

“The door to the afterlife was opened.” Todtman paused and looked 
down. “I told her there was a risk.” 

“So now there’s a door to the afterlife?” said Ren, exasperated. 

Todtman turned to her, his eyebrows high with surprise. “Yes, of course. 
There are many.” 

“And what got out?” asked Alex. “Of the doors?” 

“Whatever was waiting, it seems. That includes the Stung Man, of course. 
We don’t know who else ... The Death Walkers were waiting — how many 
of them got out, though? It could be any of them; it could be all of them. 
They are certainly all quite dangerous. Men and women whose hearts were 
heavy with evil thousands of years ago — well, I doubt they’ve gotten nicer 
with time.” 

Alex had one last flash of recognition, but this one was more like a 
lightning bolt. He reached the bottom of the well. He crashed down. “This is 
all my fault ...” 

He looked up at Todtman, hoping he would say something reassuring, tell 
Alex he’d completely misunderstood. 

But Todtman said nothing, just kept walking. 

Alex struggled to find words — sorry, maybe, though sorry didn’t 
remotely cut it — but his throat was clamped shut. All this because of him. 
All this so he could live. The Stung Man with his wet, malevolent eyes, the 
little mummy who couldn’t sleep. His mom, missing. And all because of him. 

Ren looked from Alex to Todtman and opened her mouth, but seemed to 
think better of it. Instead, she took a step closer to Alex and simply walked 


next to him. Emotional Support Position. 

The group took one final turn. They were near the center of the park now. 
They were alone in a park that was too empty, too quiet. They stuck to the 
center of the path. 

“So why do they need Alex’s mom?” Ren finally said, a few steps later. 
“T mean, if all this is true.” 

“Perhaps because they know she knows how to use the Spells,” said 
Todtman. “Though she would need the amulet. I’m not sure they’ve made 
that connection yet.” 

Alex looked at him. Did that put her in less danger, or more? Todtman’s 
expression gave nothing away. 

“I’m grounded, you know?” said Ren. “My parents just think it was a 
robbery last night, but still.” 

Alex realized she was talking just to talk now, that she needed to hear the 
sound of a human voice in this empty place. 

“I mean, I know I don’t seem grounded, but they don’t really check ...” 

“We’re almost there,” interrupted Todtman. “You can smell it now.” 

Alex breathed in through his nose. It was a rank smell, not overpowering 
yet, but not good. 

They were walking up a small hill, approaching the top. 

“Smells like wet dog,” said Ren. 

They reached the top of the little hill and looked down. 

“No,” said Todtman. “It smells like death.” 

They gazed down on the park’s main sanitation substation. Workers in 
green coveralls and white masks were standing on a platform and shoveling 
dead animals into a massive metal shipping container. Alex saw squirrels and 
pigeons by the shovelful, along with some stray cats and even ducks and 
geese. 

So many of them, tossed onto the pile like heavy, wet pillows. 

The scorpions, Alex thought. 

“T have to include you in this now, Alex,” said Todtman softly. “I didn’t 
want to, but I cannot use the scarab and I think it is the key. I need you both 


to see how big this is. And how dangerous. This” — he gestured to the 
gruesome scene in front of them — “is just the beginning. The Order has 
always been powerful, but now the Death Walkers are returning, as the cult 
had long hoped they would. They are working together, and that is a very 
dangerous combination.” 

Dangerous, thought Alex. There’s that word again. 

But it didn’t matter. 

“Its my mom,” he said with a sharp nod of his head. “And my fault. I’m 
in.” 

Todtman regarded Ren solemnly. “Ren, you are a smart girl, and I 
suppose you can make up your own mind, but I would prefer it if you were 
not involved.” 

They were all quiet for a while, the scrape of shovels the only thing to 
break the silence. 

Ren spoke first. 

“You don’t want me ‘involved’?” she asked. Her voice was quiet, but 
Alex recognized the fierce look on her face. 

“No.” 

“Well, tough,” she said. “Alex is my best friend. And his mom is my 
third-favorite parent.” 

Todtman’s expression remained flat, unmoved. 

“Just the same,” he said, “I see no reason to endanger your life, too.” 

“Friends stick together,” Ren said. “It’s nonnegotiable.” 

Alex felt a huge rush of gratitude. He didn’t want Ren mixed up in this 
mess, but he didn’t know how he could do this without her. 

“And anyway,” she said, “I know where the Stung Man and Al-Dab’u 
went.” 

Now Todtman’s expression changed. It was pure surprise. 

“Where they went?” said Todtman. 

“Yeah, how they got away from you at the museum, with the Stung Man 
still moving so slowly ...” 

“How?” said Todtman. 


“PII tell you,” she said as they turned and began the walk back to Fifth 
Avenue. “But it smells even worse than this place.” 

Alex didn’t care what it smelled like. He wasn’t the logical list maker that 
Ren was, but he’d figured something out in his little bedroom office the night 
before, a pure logic equation that kept running through his mind: 

The Order has Mom. If I find Al-Dab’u and the Stung Man, I find Mom. 

He looked over at Ren, but she didn’t notice. Her hands were balled into 
fists, and he knew her mind was grinding away at all this. 

Their mission had changed, but he still had exactly the right partner. 


A 


Dirty Work 


“You look ridiculous,” Alex said to Ren. 

They had just dropped through a drain in the floor of the Met’s 
subbasement and were in an old sewer tunnel. Ren had rubber boots on her 
feet, a mask on her face, and a white plastic suit everywhere else. The suit 
was way too big for her, so the sleeves and legs were bunched up with thick 
rubber bands. All of the gear had come from Todtman, courtesy of a trip to 
the Home Depot on Fifty-Ninth. 

“I guess sewer suits don’t come in petite sizes,” she said, swinging a large 
flashlight back and forth in front of her. The beam lit a stream of dark, soup- 
thick water passing by below them. The masks were designed to filter out 
things like fiberglass insulation and cement dust, but did little for the smell. 

“T think these suits are supposed to be for painting,” said Alex. 

“This place could use a good paint job,” said Ren as she swung her 
flashlight across the moldy, filth-caked top of the old sewer tunnel. 

“How did you know this connected to the museum, anyway?” said Alex. 

“My dad mentioned it once: ‘drainage subbasement.’ I’d been thinking 
about how the two of them managed to just disappear. How could the Stung 


Man have outrun Todtman? Plus there were guards at all the exits, because of 
the blackout. They couldn’t just magically disappear — I think — so, where 
could they have gone?” She swung her flashlight around again. “No guards 
here.” 

Alex managed a nervous laugh. He was at least as scared as he was 
grossed out, and the chatter helped. Remember why you’re here, he told 
himself. Remember the mission. If Al-Dab’u and the Stung Man really exited 
this way, then they needed to figure out where they went. He fingered his 
amulet to calm his nerves a little. 

Ren was holding her flashlight in her left hand and wielding a small 
crowbar in her right. He wasn’t sure how much good that would do ... 

Alex swept his flashlight in front of him and tried to find a clear spot to 
put his foot down. They were walking along a thin ledge, just above the slow- 
flowing sludge. He stopped for a moment to check their printout of the Upper 
East Side sewer system with the flashlight. 

“We are totally doing Todtman’s dirty work,” said Ren. 

“Tm not sure I’d want to be him at the museum today, either,” said Alex. 

“This is still tougher,” said Ren, stomping her boot down in the muck to 
make her point. “Not many people could do this.” 

Alex didn’t disagree with either statement, but he didn’t really see where 
she was going with it. “Okay,” he said. 

“Like, do you think Jesse could do this?” 

“Jesse Blatz?” 

“Yeah, just for example.” 

“You need to get over that kid. You’re just as smart as him.” 

“I’m maybe sixty percent as smart as him,” she said and whacked at the 
air with her crowbar. “Just answer the question.” 

“Do I think he could do this?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Walk through toilet water? Probably.” 

“I don’t mean that. I mean, I don’t know, get chased by a mummy and 
then chase it back.” 


“Then, no. I don’t think he could do this.” 

Ren’s white mask bobbed up and down in an emphatic nod. “I don’t, 
either.” 

Alex took a few more steps through the turgid muck. “He’s too smart to.” 

They both chuckled. It echoed slightly in the tunnel and they nervously 
swung their flashlights from side to side in the darkness. 

The ledge narrowed and Alex gave up on it and stepped off so he was up 
to his ankles in a slowly flowing, stew-thick stream. They trudged on quietly 
for a while. It was quiet except for the squelching of their feet. It was horrible 
down here, but it was just the two of them — at least he hoped it was. He felt 
like he could say anything. And hadn’t Ren just done that? 

“Hey, Ren?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Do you think this ...” He took a few more steps. “Never mind.” 

“What?” 

“Okay. Well. Do you think this is all my fault?” 

“No way! Don’t be dumb,” she said — and then very quickly changed the 
subject. “Anyway, we have to concentrate. Keep your eyes open.” 

“What exactly are we looking for? It’s not like they would’ve left 
footprints.” 

This time he stomped his foot to make his point. 

“Look for scraps of cloth,” said Ren. “That thing’s, like, mummy garb 
didn’t look too secure.” 

Alex stopped to check the sewer map again and something solid bumped 
into his boot. He swung his flashlight around, but whatever it was had already 
drifted downstream. A few minutes later, something else floated by. This 
time, he got his flashlight on it. It was a dead rat. “Gross,” he said. 

“T saw one of those, too,” Ren called from up on the ledge. 

After another ten minutes of trudging straight ahead, they came to a T- 
shaped junction in the pipes. Alex located it on the map. “Which way?” he 
said. 

Both passages smelled terrible. They swept their flashlights in one 


direction: nothing. Then the other: “Is that another rat?” said Ren. 

It was. And this one was up out of the water, lying dead on its side on the 
narrow walking ledge. Ren headed toward it. 

“T guess we’re going this way,” said Alex, following along. 

Ren bent down over the dead rodent, and Alex leaned over her shoulder 
for a look. “Does it seem weird that we haven’t seen any live rats down 
here?” he said. 

“T think I know why,” said Ren, holding her flashlight closer to the 
carcass. “See that?” 

Alex saw. “It’s a sting.” 

“Well,” said Ren, “not exactly a footprint, but ...” 

They followed the trail of dead rats for what felt like five miles — and 
smelled like fifty. Every movement and every sound made them jump. It 
wasn’t just the certainty of dead rats and the possibility of live scorpions that 
had them on edge. They were alone, in the dark. And the Stung Man could be 
anywhere. 

Todtman was sure he would be long gone, that the sewer was “a route 
and not a destination.” But Todtman wasn’t there. 

As Alex walked, he frequently had to stoop down to avoid bumping his 
head. Ren, not so much. Finally, the passage began to slope slightly upward. 
The floors got drier and pipes ceased to pour filth in on them. There were 
even occasional slivers of daylight filtering in from above. It all came to a 
dead end at a battered concrete wall. 

Alex smacked the wall. He’d been so sure they were going to find 
something. 

They hadn’t seen a dead rat for a while now and seemed to have run out 
of leads. Alex checked the map again. “I think maybe we’re near Lexington 
Avenue,” he said. 

Ren inched her flashlight beam slowly across the concrete, and that’s 
when they saw it: a dark, narrow gash that didn’t catch the light. There was a 
vertical gap in the wall. 

Alex walked over to it, took a deep breath, and ducked his head through. 


“See anything?” said Ren. 

“Tt looks like another tunnel, but it’s too dark to tell.” 

He stood still. 

“Wait ... I think I feel something.” 

“I feel it, too,” confirmed Ren. “It’s getting stronger.” 

It started as a faint rumbling — just a tickle in the soles of Alex’s boots 
— but it quickly grew strong enough to rattle his teeth. For a few seconds, 
Alex was afraid it was an earthquake. I do NOT want to die down here, he 
thought. Then he saw a bright round light in the distance and yanked his head 
back through the gap as it approached. 

He had to shout to be heard over the noise: “It’s the subway!” 

The rumbling reached a crescendo as the train whipped by on the other 
side. They could see the lights and hear the wind from the subway cars. 

As soon as it passed by, Ren rushed forward and stuck her head through 
the gap. It was wide enough that she could have squeezed through it if she 
wanted. 

“What was it?” asked Alex. 

She pulled her head back in: “The 4 train. Downtown express. We’re 
under Lexington Avenue!” 

Alex felt like hitting the wall again — maybe punching it this time. “If 
they got into the subway tunnels, they could be anywhere now.” 

Ren kept quiet. She didn’t have an answer to that. 

They had to trudge back through the sewer, back through dead rats and 
unspeakably gross sludge, to get to the closest manhole. They marched 
together in silence. Ren coughed because of the smell every once in a while, 
and Alex’s mind was on his mother. Eventually, they spotted the narrow steel 
rungs of the little ladder. Alex went up first with the crowbar. It was the first 
time he’d really tested his new strength. 

His muscles began burning almost immediately, unaccustomed to the 
effort. He wanted to take a break, but didn’t want Ren to see him fail. He put 
all his weight into one big push, and the heavy lid finally popped loose. 

Timing the traffic was tougher, and Alex was too impatient to wait. He’d 


been down there long enough. He listened for the first break in traffic and 
then muscled the manhole cover aside. 

“Wait!” called Ren, a few rungs below. 

Alex popped his head out to look and a taxi nearly whack-a-moled him. 
He ducked down and reached up to see if his head was still there. He tried 
again: all clear. He scrambled up the little ladder, then stood there with his 
hand out in a stop sign. 

There was only so official a twelve-year-old was going to look in late- 
afternoon traffic, but the suit and mask helped. Ren scrambled up after him, 
then they pushed and kicked the lid back in place and sprinted to the curb. A 
sidewalk full of shoppers stared at them. They were so relieved to be back in 
the daylight that they barely noticed. 

“Gas leak,” said Ren matter-of-factly. “Everything’s okay now, though.” 

They hurried around the corner and peeled off their filth-splattered plastic 
suits. Ren took the opportunity to scold Alex about the taxi. “You took a lot 
of dumb chances back there,” she said. “Wading through that sludge — what 
if you’d stepped on something sharp? And you almost lost your head rushing 
into traffic.” 

Alex shrugged. He was done with being careful about every little move. 
He took out his phone. “We think they went into the subway tunnels,” he said 
when Todtman picked up. “Because that’s where the trail leads. And also 
because we really, really don’t want to go back into the sewer.” 


Ht}. 1 


Alex’s aunt and uncle still weren’t home when he got back to the apartment 
that evening. The door to Luke’s room was open, and Alex ducked his head 
in. The walls were covered in posters. Alex was expecting football and 
baseball, but what he saw was mostly track and a lot of Olympic rings. Luke 
was on a mat on the floor doing yoga. Alex decided not to comment. 
Because: muscles. “Olympics, huh?” he said instead. 

“That’s the plan,” said Luke, continuing to stare at the ceiling, as the pose 


required. 

“What, like, event?” Alex was in shaky territory here. There were only a 
few events he really knew about. 

“Decathlon.” 

Alex did, however, speak more ancient Greek than most kids. “That 
means ten — ten events?” 

Luke changed positions. If Alex had to give this one a name, he’d call it 
Improbable Crab pose. “Yeah, ten events,” said Luke, “but I got a strategy. If 
I get really good at one of them, I can just switch and concentrate on that. It’s 
called specialization.” 

Luke pronounced the word like it was a fancy French dessert. 

“That’s a lot of work,” said Alex. 

“T like the work,” said Luke, his muscles beginning to tremble with the 
strain of the pose. “Problem is it’s expensive. Camps, coaches, travel. ’Rents 
kind of aren’t having it.” Luke collapsed onto the mat and wiped the sweat 
from his face with his forearm. He looked over and flashed a quick, unhappy 
smile. “Say I should just play football.” 

Alex gave him his best I hear ya, man headshake, but what he was really 
thinking about was his struggle with the manhole cover and how he still got 
winded so quickly. “Hey, Luke,” he said, “think you could show me some of 
those poses sometime?” 

“Sure thing, little man,” he said. Alex wished he wouldn’t call him that. 
Luke was a good six inches taller than him but only a year and a half older. 

Alex knew he needed to shower — and probably shower again — but he 
was eager to get back to his little room. He needed to practice with the 
amulet. He told himself that even if they hadn’t found the Stung Man today, 
they would eventually. That would mean another confrontation — on enemy 
turf this time. 

He closed his door and poured a small bag of glass marbles out onto the 
desk. He had to start somewhere, and he heard Todtman’s words from that 
first night: “All of them can do certain things. Move small objects, and so 
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on. 


It took him a while, but soon he could roll a marble across the desk and 
back again. Even after all he’d seen, it was still amazing to feel his pulse rev 
and see the little blue orb start to roll on its own, and then to change 
directions. His whole life he could barely move his own body — now he 
could do things even Luke’s Olympians couldn’t. 

He grasped the amulet tighter and tried for two at once. For a second it 
worked, but then a small crack appeared in the second one and — prakk! — it 
fractured all the way through. Alex looked back at the first one, still clutching 
the amulet tightly. It shot straight forward, pinged against the wall, and 
dropped down behind the desk. 

The marbles weren’t the only casualty. He released the amulet and shook 
out his hand. The wings had pressed deep crescents into his skin, and now his 
head hurt. He put the remaining marbles back in the bag. 

His head cleared after dinner, and he practiced some more. He couldn’t 
quite open and close the window, but he could lock and unlock it. He was 
getting better, but before long his headache was back. Is it worse this time? 
he wondered as he went to the bathroom to look for aspirin. He reached for 
the handle of the medicine cabinet. 

He missed. 

He squinted at the little handle. 

He saw two of them. 

It was worse. Definitely worse. 

He took three aspirin. He saw six. 

Before bed, he decided to use the scarab for one more thing. He wanted 
to feel that electric quickening one more time. And the urge to see if he could 
set the alarm clock was irresistible. 

Why didn’t Mom tell me about this? he wondered as he stared at the little 
buttons. He’d been picking at the question like a scab. He couldn’t let it go. 
She wore it every day, so why did she leave it behind? He managed to change 
the hour and was working on the minutes when he was blindsided by a new 
possibility: Did she know she wasn’t coming back? An ugly spatter of words 
snuck up on him, as if whispered into his ear: He needs to feed. There was a 


thick crunch from the alarm clock and the numbers blinked out. 


Tracking the Enemy 


Alex was sitting in the living room, resting his throbbing head on his arm. 
Another beautiful summer day, and another feeling of overwhelming 
helplessness. 

“Enjoy the sun!” Adele said loudly as she passed by Alex. 

“Some fresh air will take that frown off your face,” added his uncle 
Gerry. 

Alex looked at them. (A) you don’t know me at all, he thought. And (B) 
no it won’t. My mom is still missing! 

He didn’t say any of that, though, just told them to have a good time at 
the farmers’ market and picked up their discarded Post. He wondered if his 
mom ’s subscription to the Times was piling up outside their door. 

The lead story caught his attention immediately. The chaos at the 
museum had been knocked out of the top spot by a strange story about stolen 
stones. And not small stones: One of the famous lion statues had been stolen 
from in front of the New York Public Library overnight. One of the columns 
had disappeared from the old Union Square Savings Bank building, too. A 
few stone blocks had even been swiped from the base of the Brooklyn 


Bridge. 

The last one was the worst and had its own little story. “Scared to 
Death?” read the headline. A guard had been found dead near the bridge. The 
police suspected a heart attack since there wasn’t a mark on him. Alex 
thought of Oscar and the rest of the guards at the Met. He considered them 
friends. 

What if something happens to one of them? 

What if it’s because of me? 

He shook his head hard and the paper rattled in his hands, but he read on. 
The stone blocks from the bridge were huge and weighed tons. They 
reminded him of the blocks used to construct the Great Pyramid: 2.5 tons 
each. 

Like the other thefts, this one had involved a bogus construction project, 
a flatbed truck, and surprisingly few witnesses. He looked at the picture: 
massive stones removed like LEGO blocks. He grabbed his phone and texted 
Ren. 

An hour later, he met her outside the museum. “You still grounded?” he 
said. 

“No,” she said, “they think I’ve suffered enough.” 

Todtman let them in the staff entrance. Once they reached his office, he 
pointed to a box of doughnuts in the corner. “For yesterday,” he said. 

Alex perused the selection. Two sugar-covered jelly doughnuts for four 
hours in the sewer seemed about right to him. Ren chose a chocolate glazed. 
“These are so bad for your teeth!” she said between large bites. 

Then they got down to business. Todtman — who’d surprised them both 
by opting for a doughnut with pink sprinkles — spread a map of the city out 
on his desk. “You’ve seen the news, yes?” he said. “Before we talk about the 
subway, let’s look at what happened last night.” 

Ren and Alex crowded around as he smoothed out the map and picked up 
a yellow highlighter. He made a circle. “This is Forty-Second Street, the 
public library,” he said. 

“The lion,” said Alex. 


Another circle. “This is Union Square,” said Todtman. 

“The column,” said Ren. 

A third circle. “Brooklyn Bridge,” they all said. 

“Connected to our problem, I think,” said Todtman. 

“Ancient Egypt and big stones.” Alex nodded. “Like peanut butter and 
chocolate.” 

Todtman straightened up. “Now, let’s talk about the subway,” he said. 
“Tell me what you found.” 

Ren smiled. “We’re already talking about it.” 

She held out her hand for the highlighter. Todtman passed it to her as if 
he were handing a scalpel to a surgeon. She drew a line. It started near the 
museum, swooped downtown, past the library, through Union Square, down 
to the Brooklyn Bridge. 

“The downtown express,” she said. 

The others leaned in for a closer look. 

“I think you’ve earned another doughnut,” said Todtman, smiling. 

“No thanks,” said Ren. “But Pll tell you something else.” 

“Yes?” 

“There are abandoned stations down there. Did an extra-credit report on 
them once.” 

Once again, Alex knew she was right. Underground chambers and 
mummies ... like ketchup and fries. 

“We’re going there, aren’t we?” he said. 

“How else will we know if we’re right?” said Todtman with his froggy 
smile. 

Alex thought about it. An undead thief and a fanatical dog-headed 
mafioso camped out in an abandoned subway station: less smelly than the 
sewers but way more scary. “Should we, uh, should we not have thrown 
away those flashlights? They were pretty gross.” 

“Alex dropped his,” Ren volunteered. 

“I don’t think they will be hard to replace,” said Todtman. “But we will 
need to take something else with us. And it is quite irreplaceable.” 


He took a step to the side and opened the top drawer of his desk. Ren 
peeked over. “Whoa,” she said. “What’re we gonna do with those?” 

Alex felt the amulet getting warm against his chest. 

“Doors swing both ways, after all,” said Todtman. “And I think we might 
be able to put our problem to rest.” 


P E 1-3 


Alex would never have guessed that public transportation would be so 
convenient for chasing evil. They took the downtown express to the Brooklyn 
Bridge—City Hall stop. It was just a short distance from the old Worth Street 
station, which had been abandoned for decades but was still on the old maps. 
And the Met was full of old maps. 

“We should go to the end of the platform,” said Todtman, walking briskly 
in front of them. 

Ren nodded, then held out her hand so Alex could see. It was shaking. 

“We will have to wait until there are no trains coming,” said Todtman. 

“But people will see us climb down,” said Alex. 

“Probably not,” said Todtman, and gave Alex an awkward wink. He was 
wearing his amulet outside his shirt now, and it bounced with each step. Alex 
looked at it. It was beautiful: a bright blue falcon with wings outstretched, 
edged in gold, and two glittering gems for eyes. The watcher. 

“Oh, right,” said Alex. He fished his own amulet out from under his T- 
shirt. 

They walked to the end of the platform — the farthest point from where 
the next train would arrive. Todtman wrapped his hand around his amulet. A 
moment later, everyone in the station started to peer down the tracks in the 
opposite direction. Todtman gestured for them to get moving. Ren carefully 
lowered herself down onto the tracks. The climb down was close to four feet 
— almost as tall as her — and she stumbled a bit at the bottom. She got a 
long black smudge on her new blue shirt. 

“Ah, man,” she said. 


“Don’t worry about your shirt,” said Alex. 

“Says the guy wearing jewelry.” 

“Tt’s not!” Alex protested. Then he squatted down, put one hand on the 
platform edge for balance, and jumped down onto the tracks. 

“Be careful!” whispered Todtman. 

His tone reminded Alex of the doctors. I’m not that kid anymore, he 
thought. 

Ren glared at him. He could see what she was thinking: Another dumb 
risk. “Well, watch out for the third rail, anyway,” she said. “If you touch that 
thing, you’re barbecue.” 

“Hurry now,” said Todtman, completing his own climb down onto the 
tracks. 

Surprisingly nimble for an old guy, thought Alex. 

Todtman took the lead as they hustled into the dark mouth of the tunnel 
and out of sight. “Backpack, please,” he said after a few more steps. 

Alex swung it off his back and unzipped it. “Why am I the pack mule, 
anyway?” he said. 

“We all have our talents,” said Todtman. 

Ren giggled nervously. They all grabbed flashlights. They were smaller 
this time, but very powerful. They cut through the murk like wannabe 
lightsabers. 

“Train coming,” said Todtman. “Switch off the lights and step in here. 
Quickly, please!” 

Todtman and Ren jumped into narrow gaps along the wall as the train 
approached. Alex paused to take a last look back as the tunnel began to fill 
with light. This is so cool, he thought. He finally cut back to join the others. 
But the track was an obstacle course of rails and ties and changing levels. His 
foot caught the edge of the deeper channel in the center of the track, and with 
a sharp jab of pain he turned his left ankle. His leg bent forward and his knee 
smacked the metal rail. 

“OW!” he said. 

“Get up!” shouted Ren. “Get off the tracks!” 


The track had begun to glow with reflected light. The ground under him 
was rumbling hard now. He pushed himself to his feet. 

The train’s big air horn sounded: HOOOOOONNNNKKK! 

Had the driver seen him? Could he stop the train in time? Alex took two 
quick hopping steps and reached the wall. He saw two indentations — and 
two people filling them. 

Todtman shouted something but the thunder of the train drowned it out. 

He pointed: left. 

Alex saw it now: a third shallow gap against the wall, a pit of shadow in 
the growing light. He lunged forward and his left leg buckled, but he regained 
his balance. Two more quick hobbled steps and he was there. He threw 
himself against the grimy wall. 

His back was to the tracks, but it was too late to turn around. With his 
face plastered to the wall, he couldn’t tell if any part of him was sticking out. 
Alex sucked in his stomach. 

The train hit like a tidal wave of noise and force. Alex’s teeth chattered 
and his hair was whipped around by the wind. The gap between each car sang 
out like a passing bullet, and for one horrifying second, Alex thought the 
force of the rushing air would suck him out of the pocket. Finally, the last car 
passed. Alex exhaled and patted himself down to make sure all his parts were 
still there. 

Ren glared over at him, her train-whipped hair giving her a mad scientist 
look. This time he knew he had it coming. He looked down at the tricky, 
uneven ground, his pulse pounding in his ears. 

“You idiot!” Ren yelled. 

“This way, children,” called Todtman. 

Ren walked after him, and Alex followed, limping slightly. As they 
continued down the tunnel, Alex’s ankle and knee began to feel better. His 
limp faded, his eyes adjusted, and his skull stopped vibrating. An old tunnel 
split off from the main one and headed deeper into darkness. “Is this it?” said 
Alex. 

Ren glanced at him without answering and then looked away. He could 


see she was still mad at him, still giving him the cold shoulder. 

“I think so,” said Todtman. He turned to look back the way they’d come. 
They could hear the noise of another train starting to build and see the tunnel 
Starting to brighten. Alex didn’t want to go through that again, and Ren was 
thinking the same thing. 

“Let’s go,” she called, stepping into the new tunnel. 

Alex and Todtman followed. They were five feet in by the time the train 
passed, and Alex pressed his hands over his ears to block out its roar. The 
beams of their flashlights zigzagged and danced over the dried-out debris and 
rubble on the abandoned tracks. The new tunnel smelled like a basement. For 
a while, the only sound was their careful footsteps and their breathing as they 
sucked in the hot, damp air. 

“Doctor?” said Alex, his skin prickling with nerves. 

“Yes?” 

“That guard at the bridge ...” 

“Poor man.” 

“Tt wasn’t a heart attack, was it?” 

“I don’t think so. More like ...” 

“A soul attack?” Alex offered. “What he was going to do to us?” 

No one answered, but they all swung their flashlights around the dark 
tunnel. Alex’s bravado had faded along with the light, and the near miss with 
the train had rattled him. Now, in this dark, abandoned tunnel, he thought he 
was just about as scared as he could get. But then ... 

“Did you hear something?” he said. 

“No,” Ren said warily. “Wait ... I think I heard it this time. Like a 
scratch-scratch kind of thing?” 

“Yeah,” said Alex. “I don’t like it.” 

They swung their flashlights around, but the narrow beams revealed 
nothing. The darkness took away Alex’s sight but made him more aware of 
his other senses. A drop of sweat trailed down his cheek and he tracked its 
movement with his skin, feeling each nerve cell fire. His chest rose and fell, 
his breathing faster now. 


Another muffled scratch. His ears told him which direction: in front of 
him and a little to the left. He continued forward, and a little to the right, 
washing the floor with his flashlight. A few steps later, he felt something on 
his sneaker and kicked out reflexively. Something smacked against the tunnel 
wall — klack! 

He aimed his flashlight at the spot and saw a shadow slipping out of the 
light. His pulse pounded. The sound was all around them now, like an animal 
working its way through dry leaves. 

Todtman switched off his flashlight, and the tunnel got even darker. 

“What are you doing?” called Ren. “Turn it back on!” 

Instead, Todtman reached up and closed his hand around his amulet. 
Light began pouring out of the gaps between his fingers, weak at first and 
then very strong. Alex looked directly at it and was momentarily dazzled. His 
vision cleared. 

Scorpions. 

Everywhere. 

Alex swallowed hard. The air had a venomous tang to it. The scorpions 
were on the floor, on the concrete pilings, on top of the old steel rails. Their 
exoskeletons clicked against the tracks and pushed against the dry trash along 
the ground. Their stingers bobbed above them on the tips of their curled tails. 

Alex looked down. There was a small, pale scorpion a foot in front of 
him. He kicked at it with his sneaker and knocked it onto its back. It righted 
itself and resumed its march. There was another one behind it, harder to see 
because it was as black as the ground. No wait, there were two of those. He 
took a step backward and felt a crunch. He didn’t need to look down to know 
what he’d stepped on. 

“Uh, Doctor?” squeaked Ren. She seemed to be the only one who could 
speak at the moment. Alex turned to her and saw a scorpion crest her 
shoulder like a triumphant mountain climber. Before he could even point, she 
felt the tickle and brushed it away — oblivious — like it was a loose strand 
of hair. 

“Ren, that was —” Alex began, but he was cut short. 


“RUN!” shouted Todtman. 

They barreled down the tracks. Alex saw a foot-high pile of old paper in 
front of him. He nearly plowed right through it, but at the last second he saw 
that it was crawling with small, pale scorpions. He leapt over it. He felt his 
foot slip as it pulped a scorpion. He regained his balance and kept running. 
His chest tightened with both effort and fear. His lungs burned. 

The beam of his flashlight bounced crazily in front of him as he ran. 
Todtman was behind him, and that meant the light from the amulet was, too. 
Where’s Ren? He looked back and saw her sticking close to Todtman. He 
swung his head back around just in time to avoid slamming into a metal post. 

“Look for a platform!” Todtman called out. “We need to get off the 
tracks. They are worse climbers than you think.” 

Alex looked around. It was true. They had eight legs like spiders, but he 
didn’t see any on the walls. He seriously hoped they weren’t on the ceiling, 
either. Up ahead, he saw it: the edge of the old Worth Street station. He 
sucked in a ragged breath and called, “Over here!” 

He reached the edge of the platform and found himself eye-to-claw with a 
scorpion so large it looked like a baby lobster. He looked the massive 
arachnid in the eyes: all twelve of them. Panting deeply, his face coated with 
sweat, he closed his hand around the amulet. The wind that comes before the 
rain. The scorpion went flying end over end and out of sight. He tossed his 
flashlight onto the platform and hoisted himself up. 

Footsteps slapped behind him, and he turned and pulled Ren up off the 
tracks. “Are you okay?” he huffed. 

“Seriously creeped out,” she puffed, a thick drop of sweat hanging from 
the tip of her nose. “But yeah, I think so.” The drop fell. 

They leaned forward to help Todtman up. He let go of his amulet and the 
light coming from it faded. That’s when they realized that they didn’t need it 
anymore. The old station was already lit. 

They checked the platform and walls for scorpions, then collapsed against 
it. Alex could see the details of the old subway station, like a tile mosaic that 
spelled out Worth St, but swoops of spray paint covered everything else. 


They were at the end of the platform, and toward the middle there was a 
curtain up, cutting off their view. 

As their breathing calmed and their pulses stopped pounding in their ears, 
they became aware of other sounds. They heard muffled clangs and thumps 
and the not-so-distant sound of human voices. 

Electric lights, like the kind found at construction sites, illuminated Alex 
and Ren as they stood up. Only Todtman looked down. Slowly, he pulled his 
left pant leg up, just above the top of his sock. 

Alex nudged Ren and pointed. They all saw it now. The wound was high 
on his ankle and already beginning to swell. Todtman looked up and forced a 
weak grin onto his face. “Stung, I’m afraid.” 

He winced as he let the pant leg drop, and again as he stood up. 

“How bad is it?” asked Alex. 

Todtman took a few steps, limping badly. “Pll find out soon,” he said. “I 
didn’t see what kind it was. It’s the smaller ones that are most dangerous.” 

“The pale ones?” said Ren. 

“Yes.” 

“How will we know if it was one of them?” said Alex. 

“Because there’s a good chance I will die.” He forced another smile, but 
this one fooled no one. 

“And if it was one of the big ones?” 

“Then I will merely be in incredible pain. Now, let’s go see what all that 
noise is about.” 

Alex took a deep breath. The part of him that wanted to find his mother 
hoped that the Stung Man was somewhere up ahead. The part of him that 
wanted to stay safe hoped he wasn’t. There was no question which part of 
him was stronger. He strode forward and took the lead. 


al 


Into the Tomb 


The center of the platform was hidden behind a gray curtain hanging 
down from the ceiling and wrapping around in a semicircle. It reminded Alex 
of the Under Construction curtains at the Met, but this one was much larger 
and made of a heavy material that muffled the strange sounds coming from 
behind it. He and Ren approached it slowly so Todtman could keep up. He 
was grimacing from the pain but still focused. “If we find the Stung Man,” he 
said to Alex, “you know what you must do.” 

“Are you sure it will work?” said Alex. 

Todtman paused. 

“No.” 

“Wow,” said Ren. “Might’ve been better if you lied to us on that one.” 

Todtman shrugged. “I think it will work ...” He looked at Ren, started 
over. “I believe it will — if Alex made the right choice.” 

Alex looked at both of them. “No pressure or anything,” he said. 

Ren glanced at him. “No offense, but do you think I should have made 
the choice?” 

Alex didn’t even pretend to be offended. He wished she could. 


“Wearing the scarab comes with responsibilities, including the choice,” 
said Todtman. “Besides, how much do you know about ancient funereal 
texts?” 

“Good point,” said Ren. 

Alex looked away. How much did he know about them? 

As they reached the curtain, the sounds of construction became louder. 
They found a long flap running just off center. “Ready?” said Todtman, one 
hand on the flap, the other on his amulet. 

Alex clasped his own amulet and Ren doubled her grip on her flashlight 
holding it like a club. “Ready,” they said. 

Todtman pulled back the curtain. As soon as it was open, the noise 
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became ten times louder. A power saw whined as its diamond-edged blade 
cut through stone. Steel chains rattled as they slid through a large pulley. 
Todtman paused for a second and then stepped inside as sneakily as he could. 
Alex and Ren took deep breaths and followed. 

Half a dozen of the beefiest construction workers Alex had ever seen cut 
and chipped and chiseled away at a large stone structure. None of them even 
looked up. They continued to work, their eyes blank and their shirts drenched 
with sweat. 

The massive lion statue reclined in front of a tall opening in the back 
wall. No chiseling necessary, Alex knew. Lions were a symbol of power in 
ancient Egypt, guardians of the eastern and western horizon. Meanwhile, Ren 
stared at the facade the men were constructing. Lengths of marble column 
had been cut into sections and lined up in front of it. 

It didn’t take long to find the missing stone blocks from the bridge, either. 
Alex was so fixated on the individual pieces that it took him a few moments 
to realize what they were looking at. “It’s a tomb,” he said. 

It reminded him of the large tomb in the first room of the Egyptian wing 
at the Met, a big stone structure that provided a bold introduction to a culture 
where people often spent more on their tombs than their homes. But as 
impressive as it looked, this was just the front. The halved columns and 
chunky capstones framed a twelve-foot-tall passage leading deeper into the 


abandoned station. The lion stood guard out front. 

“They’re re-creating it for him,” said Todtman, edging forward. His voice 
betrayed a certain grudging admiration for the work. “It’s the Stung Man’s 
tomb.” 

“And it will be yours, as well,” a voice called out. 

Al-Dab’u stepped out from the shadowy mouth of the tomb and advanced 
directly toward them. He wore the mask, and his guard’s uniform had been 
replaced by a ratty brown robe that Alex could smell from ten feet away. 

All his instincts shouted: Danger! Run! 

But he held his ground. They’d come here, tracked the creature to its den, 
and they were staying. 

They were fighting. 

But they weren’t the only ones. 

All around them, the workers turned from their tasks and began moving 
toward them, power tools in hand. “Uh-oh ...” Alex heard himself say. Al- 
Dab’u’s hand shot up from his side in one fast motion, and Alex saw 
Todtman twist and then stiffen. Al-Dab’u squeezed his hand closed as he 
raised it up. Six feet away, a small gasp escaped from Todtman’s mouth as 
his feet slowly left the ground. 

“He’s crushing him!” shouted Ren. She yanked at him, trying to pull him 
back down to the ground. 

Al-Dab’u ignored her and concentrated on Todtman’s reddening face. 
Alex reached for the scarab, but he had no idea what to do. Wind would just 
ruffle Al-Dab’u’s robe, and this man clearly didn’t fear marbles. Maybe if I 
bull-rush him, break his concentration ... That’s when he saw the first 
mammoth construction worker approaching with his shovel raised in the air. 

Ren saw it, too. She lifted her flashlight like a club: a very small Viking 
preparing to charge. But Alex reached over and grabbed her shoulder: Wait. 

He took one more look at Todtman: frozen a foot off the floor and slowly 
being suffocated. 

Alex smiled. 

“Are you crazy?” shouted Ren. “He’s crushing him!” 


Alex just nodded toward Todtman’s hand. Al-Dab’u had clamped down a 
second too late. Todtman’s hand already held his falcon amulet. The worker 
slammed the shovel into Al-Dab’u’s shoulder, sending him reeling. 

Todtman dropped to the ground, bending his bad leg slightly to land on 
his good one. He took a quick breath. “Go!” he wheezed. “To the tomb!” 

Al-Dab’u climbed to his feet as Alex and Ren sprinted around him 
toward the tomb. They headed for the passage Al-Dab’u had just exited, 
which cut directly into the stone and concrete of the old subway station. They 
darted between the heavy gray columns and into the eerie tunnel. 

Alex stopped to get his bearings and realized that Todtman wasn’t with 
them. He risked a quick look back and saw the German was still on the 
platform, crouched defensively, while Al-Dab’u warily circled him, holding 
his shoulder. It seemed they had both learned something from their previous 
encounter. Alex felt like he was witnessing the end of a knife fight. And not 
necessarily a fair one: thug versus professor, death cult versus book club. 

Ren turned to look. “We can’t just leave him there,” she said. 

Alex knew she had a point. Al-Dab’u’s mask seemed to be at least as 
powerful as Todtman’s amulet, and it wasn’t clear whose side the other 
workers would take. Todtman seemed to sense their hesitation and glanced at 
them over his shoulder. “Go!” he shouted again. 

Alex turned to Ren: “We have to find the Stung Man! But we’ll come 


back.” 


Ren’s face was a mask of fear and indecision, but with one last look back, she 
followed Alex deeper into the tomb. She hoped there’d be someone left to 
come back to. The passage was surprisingly deep, extending well past the 
original station. There were hieroglyphic symbols along the walls and a faint 
glow that seemed to come from the ceiling itself. 

Ren stumbled as she stared up at the light, and Alex pulled a few feet 
ahead. His hand was around his amulet. “I can read these now,” he said, his 


eyes full of wonder. “Most of them. I think it’s the scarab!” 

Ren nodded, adding it to the list of things she wasn’t allowing herself to 
really process just yet. She had no idea how the amulets worked, but she 
definitely wanted one. Like the world’s best iPhone, she thought. Instead, she 
was left fighting the undead with a flashlight and a vague memory of first- 
grade tae kwon do. 

They followed the passage deep into the surrounding stone until they 
reached an intersection. 

“Which way?” she said. 

“Do you even have to ask?” said Alex, pointing at the floor of the passage 
on the left. 

“Right,” she said. “Of course. It’s the one with the scorpions.” 

She remembered what Todtman had said: The small ones are more 
venomous. Fortunately, they were also easier to kick aside and stomp on. She 
just hoped their needlelike stingers couldn’t get through the soles of her 
shoes. 

She was side by side with Alex now, a united front of stomping sneakers 
and wide-open eyes, moving as fast as they dared. Ten feet into the new 
passage, they heard a grinding sound coming from the floor. She saw Alex’s 
head shoot to the left and the right, reading the hieroglyphs on the walls. 

“Jump!” he said. 

They took a running jump forward as the floor snapped open beneath 
them. Alex cleared it with six inches to spare. But he was taller. Ren got the 
tip of her front sneaker on the edge — and that was it. 

“Alex!” she called. Her back leg swung behind her over the open pit, her 
arms windmilling wildly to try to keep her weight forward. Ten feet below, 
the bottom was a living carpet of scorpions. 

Alex reached back for her, but her flailing arm knocked his hand away. 
She began to tip back ... 

His arms wrapped tightly around her and yanked her forward onto the 
path. They tumbled over, her head swimming with relief. 

“Got you!” Alex crowed. 


Ren’s nerves were a jumbled mess, but she pushed Alex away, got to her 
feet, and tried to get it together. “Oh, great,” she managed. “Traps.” 

They kept moving down the hallway, more cautiously now. Alex had put 
a few more feet between them when she heard him yell again, “Duck!” 

Duck? A thick, slick sound filled the passage and Ren instinctively froze. 
There was a thin layer of sweat on her face, neck, and arms now, and she felt 
a light wind brush against it, chilling her. 

She saw a flash of movement and her eyes widened in horror. A four-foot 
steel blade was swinging directly toward her. At a dead stop, with no time to 
react, all she could do was close her eyes and scream. 

“NO!” shouted Alex from just up ahead. 

Ren was braced for the slash of the blade, but all she felt was a breeze 
ruffle her hair. 

And then she felt nothing. 

She opened her eyes — which were somehow still attached to her body. 
“What happened?” she gasped. 

Alex stood stock-still in front of her, his face frozen but his eyes 
practically spinning. 

“Alex?” Ren asked. 

“Tt... it went right over you 
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he gasped. “I guess they weren’t expecting 
such a short grave robber!” 

Ren met Alex’s eyes and suddenly they were both laughing hysterically. 

First time being short ever did me any good, thought Ren. 

A few steps later, Ren’s wash of relief turned to cold fear in a whiplash 
reversal. She didn’t even know what the sound was at first — just two sharp 
mechanical snicks — but she knew it wasn’t good. 

Two narrow posts popped up along the walls, with vicious-looking wire 
strung between them in an X pattern, like a shoelace. There would be no 
jumping or ducking this trap. The wicked wires gleamed in the light and then 
there was another snick from deep inside the wall and the posts shot forward. 
It’s going to slice us into chunks! thought Ren. 

There was no time to turn and run — and a blade and pit were waiting, 


anyway. All Ren could do was raise her flashlight up in front of her. Alex 
clutched his amulet with one hand and snapped his fingers with the other. It 
seemed like an odd final gesture. 

This time Ren’s eyes seemed glued open as the deadly steel approached 
her skin. If she was going to go down, she’d go down swinging. She lashed 
out with her flashlight and hit a strand of wire. The thin steel cut a groove 
into the heavy plastic handle, but the wire was already unraveling, pulling 
apart as it whipped past. She felt a sting on her arm and another on her neck 
and then nothing. 

Ren lightly touched the wound on her neck. It didn’t feel like much more 
than a paper cut. Then again, those hurt. 

“Are you okay?” she called to Alex. 

He turned back, a long, thin line of blood forming on his forehead. “I 
think so,” he said. 

“What did you do?” she said. 

“I snapped it,” he said, waving his amulet. “Top comer, like a shoelace 
... Pm pretty good at breaking stuff with this thing!” 

Yep, thought Ren. I want one of those. 

The end of the tunnel was just up ahead now. They stepped through — 
and into the inner sanctum of the Stung Man. 


The Final Showdown 


The first things Alex noticed about the chamber were the fancy tapestries 
that hung from the walls and the luxurious rugs on the stone floors. Then he 
realized that a three-foot-high stone pool in the center of the room was 
providing the light, a ghostly glow rising from the water inside. 

His head swam as he looked at the luminous liquid. Somewhere above 
was the city and the sunlight he knew, but it seemed painfully distant. He felt 
confined and constricted by this place. By this tomb. 

A slight movement in the back of the room caught his eye. There, on a 
rough-hewn throne, sat the Stung Man. 

“There he is,” whispered Ren, her lips barely giving shape to the air 
leaving her lungs. 

Alex tried to answer but failed. 

Unlike the mummy clad in ragged scraps at the museum, this man was 
now clothed in regal robes. The angry welts and stings were still there, but 
the rest of his skin looked almost normal now. He rose to meet them. “I 
wasn’t expecting visitors,” he said, but only Alex understood. 

“Is he speaking, like, Egyptian?” whispered Ren. 


Ancient Egyptian, realized Alex, still clutching his amulet in a death grip. 

It was terrifying, of course, to hear a dead man speak. The first ice-water 
shock of fear hit Alex and his knees flexed, but he didn’t run. He’d come all 
this way, and one word kept him there. 

Mom. 

What if she was nearby? What if she was in a chamber somewhere in this 
terrible tomb? 

She’d done everything for him. He wouldn’t abandon her. 

But now what? 

I’m ina room with a walking corpse. There’s no denying it. He’s right in 
front of me. Now what? 

He scanned the room, getting his bearings, readying for a fight. In 
between two tapestries, he saw a vertical gash in the stone. There were raised 
white columns on either side, and the gap between them was painted a 
reddish orange: a false door. 

The Stung Man stepped down into the room. His movements showed 
none of the stiffness from before. He moved fluidly, Alex noted uneasily, like 
the master thief he had once been. “Do you like it?” the Stung Man asked, 
gesturing around the room. 

“What is he saying?” said Ren, her voice a mix of desperation and anger. 

The Stung Man frowned, realizing he had only half the audience. 

He turned to Alex. 

“But you understand me, don’t you?” 

Alex managed a weak nod. He understood him perfectly, not just his 
words but also his intent. With every word, and every step, the Stung Man 
edged closer. He had reached the large, glowing pool, and he tapped his 
fingers lightly on the edge as he began to walk around it. 

“I know about you,” said Alex, his voice finally returning. 

“Oh yes? And what is it you know?” 

He can understand me, too. Alex continued. “I know how you ... I know 
what happened to you.” 

“Do you?” 


Alex nodded nervously. The Stung Man was halfway around the pool. 
With every step the robed figure took, the amulet grew warmer in Alex’s 
hand, and the pulse grew stronger in his head. 

“Perhaps you know the story,” said the Stung Man. “But do you really 
imagine you know what it was like, crouched there in that hot, dark cave?” 

Alex’s imagination failed him. How could he concentrate with a predator 
approaching? This man is going to consume us. 

He could feel Ren practically vibrating with fear. 

“The stings I could feel but not see?” the Stung Man continued. “The 
wounds in my skin and the venom spreading like burning oil under it? You 
think you know? The stings that would not stop, even after I’d fallen: on my 
face, my neck, the soles of my feet?” 

“Do you understand him?” whispered Ren, tugging at Alex’s arm. “What 
is he saying?” 

Alex knew how terrified she must be, but he didn’t have time to stop and 
translate. He had to try something, had to stall him. 

“I know why you did it, too,” he called. 

The Stung Man tilted his head. “Oh yes?” 

“T know that if it wasn’t for the pharaoh, you would’ve been planting 
crops not stealing jewels. I know you mostly stole from him.” 

A familiar rattling noise started up. The four canopic jars were nestled in 
the corners of the room. 

“And you think that makes me a hero?” 

“I don’t think it makes you a villain.” 

The Stung Man let out a quick, sharp breath, amused. He was around the 
pool now. “You misunderstand me, little boy.” 

“T read it ...” Alex began, but the towering figure paid him no mind. 

“This world took everything from me!” the Stung Man shouted. Alex 
jumped at the sudden volume. “Everything! And now, I intend to take it 
back!” 

Alex heard four loud pops and turned in time to see the alabaster lid hop 
off the nearest canopic jar. As it fell to the floor, a stream of scorpions — ten, 


twenty, a hundred — began pouring from the jar’s open neck. Around the 
room, the same thing was happening with the other jars. The rattling was 
quickly replaced by the clicking and clacking of scorpions. 

Alex’s mouth fell open in horror as Ren’s opened to scream. 

“Don’t worry about my little friends,” said the Stung Man. 

The scorpions spread out in a thick, writhing line along the sides of the 
room. They spilled out into the passageway but didn’t advance inward. They 
climbed over each other, claws out, stingers poised: a living border to prevent 
any attempt at escape. 

“You see?” said the Stung Man. “They’re just here to do a job. I’m the 
one you have to worry about.” 

He was closer now, too close. 

“Use the Book of the Dead!” called Ren. 

But Alex had another plan. He tried the move he’d used before with the 
amulet. Squeezing the scarab with his left hand, he pushed his right hand 
forward. A phantom wind rose up and the tapestries against the far wall 
flapped wildly as the water in the pool formed waves that slopped over the 
sides. But the Stung Man kept coming. His movement was slowed a little but 
not nearly enough. He smiled. 

“T am awake now, child.” He pulled his left hand back inside the heavy 
crimson sleeve of his robe. “And I have all kinds of tricks up my sleeve.” 

When his hand slid back out, it had transformed into a massive scorpion 
stinger. The barb was as long and sharp as a carving knife. A large drop of 
amber venom glistened on the tip. 

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me!” Ren shouted. 

Unable to step backward because of the skittering line of scorpions, she 
took a few hops to the side. 

Alex’s stomach twisted with fear. He scanned the room for some small 
projectile to launch and redoubled the wind, but the Stung Man continued to 
advance. 

“Alex, the Book!” Ren shouted again. She yanked the backpack off of 
him. 
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“Okay, okay!” said Alex. His voice shook. He hadn’t forgotten the plan. 
He just didn’t think it was a very good one. He’d counted on the amulet, but 
it wasn’t enough. Alex had led them — led Ren! — to their deaths, and there 
was very little he could do about it. Twin jets of fear and adrenaline coursed 
through him. There was only one thing left to try. He pulled out a round 
plastic container that held the scrolls. 

The Stung Man stopped in his tracks. “You have the Prayers?” 

“That’s right, tomb breath!” called Alex, trying to sound brave. 

The Stung Man gave Alex a wolfish grin. “I see I am not the only thief 
here.” 

Alex ignored the jab. With the exhibition closed, Todtman was in charge 
of the Book’s safekeeping. They were just borrowing the scrolls. 

The question, the Big Question: Had they borrowed the right one? 

There were over two hundred spells, many dealing with obscure aspects 
of the afterlife. The spell for “Not Being Scalded by Hot Water in the 
Afterlife” wasn’t going to do them much good. And it seemed a little late for 
the famous “Declaration of the Soul’s Innocence,” too. Todtman believed that 
the right spell would send the Stung Man back. Alex had brought three, and 
he now realized just how ridiculous that was. They didn’t have time for three 
spells! What was the Stung Man going to do, watch a movie while he tried 
them all? 

He would get one chance. One. His fingers trembling, he reached for the 
ancient scrolls. 

“Oh, but it’s just a few of them,” said the Stung Man, clearly 
disappointed. He circled toward the friends and they circled away. He was 
clearly enjoying toying with them. 

“Yeah, guess which one,” said Alex, pulling the first roll free from the 
canister, his unsteady fingers nearly tearing what looked to be very old 
papyrus. He willed his mind to slow down and consider his choices. His first 
choice: “To help the soul rejoin the body in the afterlife.” 

No, he thought. 

The Stung Man took a step closer. 


He threw the scroll down. This soul had already rejoined its corpse — 
and not in the afterlife. He tugged the second scroll free. 

No time to hesitate, no margin for error. 

He filled his lungs, preparing for the chant. 

“T’d love to hear your choice,” said the Stung Man. “I’m quite sure it’s 
wrong. But I can’t take that chance. I just got back, you see.” 

And with that, he flicked his hand. The scroll yanked free from Alex’s 
grasp and flew across the room. The first syllable of the chant — a long, 
resonant “Hemmm” — died on his lips. 

The scroll hit the wall and fell into the comer, landing on the backs of a 
few dozen angry scorpions. “Pll get it!” called Ren, not sounding at all 
convinced. 

Alex was amazed: She’s acting. At a time like this: full of fear, in over 
her head, unarmed, understanding nothing that was being said, she was doing 
her part. 

“There’s another spell, you know,” the Stung Man said to him. “It is for 
“Washing the Mouth of Foolish Words.’ Perhaps PII recite it for you. Of 
course, Pl kill you first — it is for the dead.” 

The Stung Man struck out with his left hand. The stinger flew toward 
Alex on the end of a long, segmented tail. Alex ducked, bad dodgeball 
memories filling his mind. The stinger shot over his shoulder and slammed 
into the wall behind him. 

Alex turned in time to see the stinger draw back toward him. He 
squawked and ducked again, touching a hand down for balance and missing a 
scorpion by inches. 

“Impressive reflexes,” said the Stung Man. “But it doesn’t matter.” He 
reached out with his right hand and slowly raised it. Across the room, what 
felt like invisible metal bands tightened around Alex’s body, locking him in 
place. It was the same thing Al-Dab’u had done to Todtman. But Todtman 
had spent years preparing for this sort of thing. Alex had spent days. All he 
could do was watch as his body was slowly lifted off the floor. His feet 
dangled in the air, his heart raced, his lungs pressed inward, and he struggled 


for breath. He felt his mind flicker on the edge of collapse. 

The ancient menace walked slowly toward him. His right hand was 
stretched out in front of him, holding Alex in the air. His stinger was cocked 
back, ready for the death blow. 

The bands around him tightened and Alex’s vision began to narrow. He 
viewed his last seconds as if through a tunnel. 

“Got it!” yelled Ren, standing on tiptoes and shaking the last few 
scorpions off the scroll. 

The Stung Man’s head whipped around. 

“How do you read this, anyway?” said Ren, squinting at the odd symbols. 
“This one looks like a snake.” 

“Give that to me, little girl!” said the Stung Man. He dropped his right 
hand and Alex fell to the ground with a thump. 

“Oh, wait, I remember now,” said Ren. “Doctor Todtman said something 
about ...” 

Alex recognized her bluff, but the Stung Man didn’t know her so well. He 
took a few long steps toward her and pointed the stinger at her stomach. 
“Give the scroll to me and I promise to kill you quickly.” It was probably 
lucky Ren couldn’t understand his words. 

“Hemmm!” she chanted, imitating Alex. 

Her imitation was so good that it took the Stung Man a moment to realize 
that Alex was chanting again, too. It wasn’t until the second word — 
“Nesoot” — that he spun back around. 

Ren echoed him: “Nesoot!” The Stung Man turned again. Alex and Ren 
both had scrolls now. 

The Stung Man gave a great bellow of rage. 

Alex’s voice cracked, but he couldn’t stop chanting. 

“For the Tilling of the Rich Soil of the Afterlife ...” 

A farmer’s prayer. 

Even in the afterlife — especially in the afterlife — the Stung Man 
couldn’t escape who he really was. 

The Stung Man growled like an animal. “Say no more!” he commanded, 


but his voice, so oily before, grew thicker with each word. 

The stinger shot out again, flying through the air toward Ren. Her eyes 
wide with fear, she scanned the floor for a safe spot to step as time ran out. 
The barb struck not her but the scroll, punching a hole straight through and 
leaving Ren frozen with shock. The Stung Man pulled the stinger back 
toward him, but the yellow paper ripped in half as he did. He didn’t know 
exactly what paper was — the modern form hadn’t been invented when he 
was entombed. Nor, for that matter, had museum gift shops that sold 
reproduction scrolls. But he knew something wasn’t right. He knew that 
wasn’t brittle papyrus his stinger had just torn through. 

He turned to face Alex, who continued to steadily chant each word and 
symbol from the real scroll that had been hidden in his backpack the whole 
time. 

“Treachery!” called the Stung Man. He rushed toward Alex, but his 
muscles aged and tightened with each step. He kept going, driven by the 
indomitable will that had allowed him to cling to the edge of the afterlife for 
millennia. He pointed the stinger at Alex. The point was still sharp, but the 
bulb had dried and hollowed. 

As Alex chanted, the writing seemed to come alive on the page. The lines 
glowed and the symbols danced, and he watched transfixed as his mouth gave 
voice to the glittering text. The Stung Man was five feet away, four feet. The 
skin pulled tight on his skull, threatening to split. Three feet away. The hand 
that reached out for the scroll was shriveled and leathery. 

The Stung Man was two feet away when Alex finished the chant. The 
dried corpse toppled and fell. Alex stepped back and let it, the glowing text 
fading in his hands. 

All around them, the scorpions were sucked back into their jars like so 
much click-clacking smoke. The alabaster lids were pulled on last, closing 
tight. The light from the pool began to fade. Out in the passageway, the light 
began to fade as well. 

Ren rushed over. “Are you okay?” 

Alex nodded. He was getting a major headache, but it didn’t seem worth 


mentioning. They both stared down at the Stung Man, laid out before them, a 
mummy once more. 

“We're alive,” said Alex. 

Standing in the growing dark, Ren paused to consider the sheer 
improbability of the statement. 

“For the moment,” she said, clicking on her flashlight. The remains of a 
smashed scorpion were smeared on the lens, casting on odd sort of bat signal 
on the ceiling of the chamber. 

“The doctor ...” she said. 

Alex nodded. The last time they’d seen Todtman, he was wounded and 
outnumbered. 

The two friends headed back down the passageway as fast as they dared, 
their eyes still wide, their pulses still racing. They knew there was danger in 
the darkness. 


VII 


A New Path 


They made it back through the passage intact. The traps were the same on 
the way out, and Ren hadn’t grown any taller. The leap over the pit was a 
little scary in the dark, but now she knew what to expect. Once they landed 
on the other side, their worries immediately shifted back to Todtman. 

Their worries were misplaced. 

They emerged from the tomb to find someone hopelessly outnumbered, 
but it wasn’t Todtman. The scorpion sting had dropped him to the floor — he 
was kneeling, right knee up and left knee down — but everything else was 
going quite well. 

One of the construction workers was closing in on Al-Dab’u from the left 
with a raised hammer. Another approached from the right with a power drill. 

Todtman watched them like a proud papa. The other workers formed a 
circle around the action: reinforcements. From a distance, Alex thought it had 
the look of a school-yard fight. Well, except for the power tools. 

“They switched sides,” said Ren. “All of them.” 

“He’s controlling them,” said Alex. He understood now. “Remember 
what he said, ‘A watcher can also be a boss, an overseer’ ?” 


“That’s pretty boss,” agreed Ren. 

Al-Dab’u extended his hand menacingly as the workers closed in, first 
twisting one to the floor, then crushing the breath from another, but he was 
surrounded and couldn’t take them all at once. His mask pivoted around, its 
permanent grin now looking comically optimistic. The hollow eyes swept 
over Alex and Ren. He didn’t know how they had returned from the tomb 
alive, but he knew what it meant. 

He swung back, his ratty robe briefly whirling into a bell shape. With one 
final wave of his hand, the worker closest to him was sent reeling. Todtman 
sent what looked like the fastest of the construction crew after him, but Al- 
Dab’u was too quick. He leapt through the heavy curtain. Alex wondered if 
he remembered that the edge of the old subway platform was right on the 
other side. A loud thump told him he had not. 

Alex and Ren ran over to Todtman. “Are you okay?” asked Ren. 

“T’ve been better,” said Todtman. 

Alex was surprised to see that, despite the pain he must be feeling, 
Todtman was wearing a weary smile. “Well,” he said, looking down 
modestly. “It is more exciting than cataloging pottery.” He let his hand fall 
from his amulet. 

He tried to stand, but his left leg wouldn’t hold him. Alex and Ren got on 
either side of him and pulled him up. A fog seemed to lift from the 
construction workers, and they milled around the platform in confusion. 

“Manny, is that you?” said one. 

“Yeah, it’s me, Rich,” said Manny. “But where are we?” 

“Hey,” said Rich. “Look at that. It’s the library lion!” 

The workers all turned to look, seeing it for the first time with wide, 
startled eyes. 

“The library is going to want that back,” said Ren. 

“I think we will be able to arrange that,” said Todtman. “Eventually, 
anyway. For now, it may be a little ... overdue.” 

Ren shook her head. “Imagine the fine ...” 

“Hey, who are you guys?” said Manny, zeroing in on the trio. “What are 


you doing here? What are we doing here?” 

“I hate to do this,” said Todtman, reaching up and grasping his amulet. 

“Do what?” said Manny. A moment later, his eyes went blank again. 

Alex and Ren looked around. All the workers had the placid expressions 
and drooping posture of sleepwalkers. Todtman whispered a few words in 
what Alex now recognized as an ancient Egyptian dialect. One by one, the 
construction workers wandered toward the flap of the heavy gray curtain. 

“They will return to the surface with a few days missing and vague 
memories of a trip to Philadelphia,” said Todtman. “I hope it doesn’t cause 
them too much trouble.” 

Alex watched the last one slip through the curtain, relieved not to hear 
any loud thumps on the other side this time. Something occurred to him. 

“Is that what you did to the detective?” said Alex. “He’s been kind of 
sleepwalking through the investigation, too.” 

“I may have had a little talk with him,” admitted Todtman. He looked 
over at Alex and now he noticed something: “You’re hurt.” 

Alex reached up and touched the long, thin cut left by the razor wire. A 
few flecks of dried blood flaked off on his fingertips. “Trust me,” he said, 
“my head feels a lot worse on the inside.” 

Todtman turned to Ren: “You’re cut, too.” 

“Nothing major,” she said, looking down at the cut on her arm. 

“The scroll worked, then?” said Todtman. “Was it the first one?” 

“The second,” said Alex, but there was no triumph in his voice. 
Something was still troubling him. 

“Yes, a farmer, after all,” said Todtman, attempting a step and nearly 
falling. 

“You need to get to a hospital,” said Ren. 

“I know a good one,” said Alex. “But we can’t ... I mean ...” He forced 
himself to take a breath. All the adrenaline, the rush of all that fear, it all 
poured out of him in two quick words. “My mom!” 

“You saw no sign of her?” asked Todtman. 

“No,” said Alex. “But there was another direction, another tunnel.” 


Ren nodded emphatically. 

“We must have a look, then,” said Todtman. 

Alex wanted to run back inside. Instead, he had to walk — and slowly. 
He propped himself under Todtman’s right arm as Ren supported his left, and 
they headed through the open mouth of the tomb. Todtman reached up to his 
amulet and turned the “lights” back on. 

“You’re good with lights,” said Ren. 

“A watcher needs to see.” 

Alex and Ren warmed him about the traps they’d encountered in the left 
passage. They moved slowly as they entered the passage on their right, and 
Todtman focused his senses with his amulet. But they encountered nothing. 

“Tt feels too easy,” said Todtman, but Alex and Ren weren’t going to 
complain about that. 

As they neared the end of the tunnel, they saw dim light coming from an 
open doorway. 

“I don’t like it,” said Todtman, his eyes scanning the floor and ceiling 
ahead. “Let’s stop here for a second.” 

“Good idea,” said Ren. “This place is trap central.” 

Alex couldn’t believe this. The traps were the other way, just like the 
scorpions had been. This was the last room left. His mom had to be in there. 

They can wait if they want to, he thought, I’ve waited enough. 

“She’s in there,” said Alex. “She has to be!” 

And then another thought hit him, the one that was never far away: What 
if she’s suffering? 

He wriggled out from under Todtman’s arm and took off at a run. “Come 
on!” he shouted. 

“Wait!” called Todtman. 

Alex slowed down just enough to look back, his chest tight with 
impatience: His mom could be up ahead! As he paused, long steel spikes shot 
up from the floor in front of him, so close that one punched a divot into the 
rubber tip of his right sneaker. His momentum carried his shoulder into the 
steel a split second after the point shot past, bringing him to a sudden, jarring 


halt. 

A rumble like thunder sounded above them, the heavy, shifting sound of 
rock on rock. “This way!” called Todtman, waving his hand back the way 
they’d come. 

“But ...” said Alex. He strained for a look into the little room in front of 
him, his view now cut into sections by the tall spikes. 

Ren spelled it out for him: “It’s a trap, Alex!” 

“Oh!” he gasped. He turned and ran as rocks began raining down. But 
running was not an option for Todtman — or for Ren, who was the only one 
left to support him. In his hurry, Alex had left them in the lurch. Now, with 
the roof of the passage caving in all around them, all he could think to do was 
shove them both from behind. All three stumbled forward, Todtman barking 
in pain as his injured ankle gave out. 

Todtman and Ren fell face-first into a rising cloud of dust, and Alex 
tripped over them and did the same. Behind them, the passage was a rock 
pile. 

“That was painful,” groaned Todtman. 

Ren rose to her knees and looked over at Alex. “You almost got us 
killed.” 

Alex knew she was right. “Sorry,” he mumbled, his face hot under a thin 
scrim of dust. “I thought my mom was in there.” 

The anger faded from Ren’s face and she looked back at the rocks. 

“No one was in there,” said Todtman, wincing as he rose to his feet. “It 
was meant to be our tomb.” 

Alex felt the ground give out underneath him. This time it wasn’t a trap. 
It was despair. “It was a dead end. My mom’s not here.” 

The other two were quiet for a few moments. They’d heard his pain. 

“Perhaps,” said Todtman, “but let me see this other room.” 

“We already checked it,” said Alex. 

“Yeah,” agreed Ren. “The only person in there just turned back into 
leather.” 

“Just the same,” said Todtman. He spread his arms like a falcon about to 


take flight, and the others took their positions under his arms. Todtman had to 
limp along the edge above the now-empty scorpion pit. Then Ren tripped the 
blade intentionally and the three passed by while it was reloading. The split 
wire merely waved at them. 

As they entered the room, Todtman used his amulet to make the central 
pool glow once more. “This is the tomb chapel,” he said as the chamber came 
into view. 

Todtman propped himself against the wall and looked around at the 
stolen finery. Alex and Ren circled the room from opposite directions. Ren 
stepped over the Stung Man’s well-dressed corpse and “accidentally” kicked 
it. “Oops,” she said. 

“See,” said Alex, turning back to Todtman. “Empty.” 

“Yes,” he said, “but in ancient Egypt, tomb chapels generally had two 
rooms: an outer one and ...” 

“An inner one,” said Alex. He’d forgotten that part. 

They all looked around the chamber. Alex and Todtman clasped their 
amulets and closed their eyes, hoping for a little extra insight. 

“Uh, boys?” said Ren. They opened their eyes and she was at the back of 
the room, lifting the corner of the largest tapestry. “It’s back here.” 

“How did you know?” said Alex. 

“It’s the most logical place,” she said. 

“Like I said before,” said Todtman, “we all have our talents.” 

An unfinished stone box filled the center of the inner chamber. “A new 
sarcophagus for a new tomb,” said Todtman. 

“Why?” said Ren, peering around him. 

“What’s the phrase,” said Todtman, “nap time?” 

There was a pair of large copper pots on either side of the rough-hewn 
stone. Ren leaned over and sniffed one. “Smells like smoke,” she said. 

“Flashlight, please,” said Todtman. Even after they pulled the tapestry 
down, the pool was far away and the inner room was dim. 

Alex pulled one from his backpack. 

“Hold it here,” said Todtman, pointing at the pot. Then he began sifting 


through the piled ashes inside. He pulled out a few scraps of what looked like 
either paper or cardboard and held them under the flashlight beam. He 
dropped each one to the floor. 

“Nothing,” he said after the last one. 

He raised his soot-blackened hand out of the first pot and began sifting 
through the second. 

“What are we looking for?” said Ren. 

“These small fires burn unevenly,” said Todtman. “We sometimes 
recover small artifacts this way.” 

He fished around for another minute in silence and then pulled another 
scrap of paper out. He blew on it and held it under the light. “What does this 
look like to you?” 

Alex leaned in. He saw a black line with a few circles next to it. He took 
it from Todtman and brushed it off some more. He saw a single smudged 
name next to one of the circles. “Subway map,” he said. 

“I guess they didn’t know the subways here any better than I did,” said 
Todtman. 

“Hey, Ren,” said Alex as he dropped the scrap to the floor. “Where’s 
Goodge Street? Is that in Brooklyn?” 

“T don’t think so,” she said. “Sounds kind of Queens-y.” 

“Did you say ‘Goodge Street’?” said Todtman. 

“Yeah,” said Alex. “What do you think: Brooklyn or Queens?” 

“London,” said Todtman. “I’ve been to that station before.” 

He removed his hands from the pot and brushed them off on his pants: 
black soot on black cloth. “It’s near the British Museum.” 

Alex’s head reeled. It was a clue, a lead ... Whatever word he chose, it 
was something. But it wasn’t his mom. And this one didn’t lead him 
downtown, or even to Queens. It led across an entire ocean. 

He didn’t look at Todtman. He didn’t want to see his orderly mind 
processing this latest piece of information. 

He didn’t look at Ren. He didn’t want to see her plugging this new piece 
into her puzzle. 


He looked at the nearest copper pot. 

He smacked it onto the floor. Soot and ashes flew. 

Once again, the others were quiet. Their minds could process more than 
just clues. 

“Maybe she’s in London?” said Ren hopefully. 

Alex looked over. He was angry, but not at her. 

“Tt seems The Order is,” said Todtman, “or will be.” 

Alex let out a long, slow breath. He had to be calmer now, smarter. 

“And it is raining blood over there,” he added quietly. 

They turned and began their long trek back to daylight, walking slowly. 
They all had a lot to process now. 

Is she slipping away? thought Alex. 

Is she already gone? 

He had to help her, but he didn’t even know where she was. 


Epilogue 


“I nearly lost the leg,” said Todtman. “At least that’s what they tell me.” 

Alex and Ren looked at the outline of his left leg under the crisp sheet of 
his hospital bed. Still there. Then they looked back up toward his face, 
wearing that now familiar froggy smile. He was in good spirits. 

“I hate to miss work — German, you know — but I suppose this is a 
good time for it.” 

“The whole wing is closed,” said Ren. 

“Yes, how is Hector?” said Todtman. “Your father’s friend, I believe?” 

“He looks even worse than you.” 

“That bad?” said Todtman, frowning. 

“Who even gets tuberculosis anymore?” 

“Very few people,” said Todtman. “But it was quite common in ancient 
Egypt. One of the reasons the Old Kingdom collapsed, actually.” 

“That’s where Hector and the other two were working,” said Ren. “In the 
Old Kingdom rooms.” 

There was a pause as the information sank in. 

“Probably a good thing that wing’s closed,” said Alex. 

“Completely closed,” said Ren. 

Alex could hear the relief in her voice, and he knew why. The quarantine 
would keep her dad out of there for now. An image flashed through his mind: 
the little mummy, tossing and turning unseen in her slumber. 

“Yes, Pll have to keep a close eye on it,” said Todtman. His amulet stood 
out against his pajama top, which was not black but a surprising light blue. 

“While we’re away ...” said Alex. 

Alex and Ren were headed to London. Officially, it was their first 
assignment as Junior Interns to the internationally renowned Dr. Ernst 
Todtman. In reality, strange things were afoot in England, as well. 


“What do you think we’ll find?” said Ren. 

“Some messy sidewalks,” volunteered Alex. 

Blood had made another appearance in the London rain. 

“So gross,” said Ren. 

“Well, I would definitely bring an umbrella,” said Todtman dryly. 

“I wish you could come,” said Alex. 

“I do, too,” said Todtman, glancing down at his leg. “But I will have 
plenty to keep me busy here. Returning a lion and the like. And my colleague 
will be there. Dr. Aditi is a renowned scholar.” 

“Another member of the book club, you mean?” said Ren. 

“Exactly,” said Todtman. He turned to Alex and added: “And a good 
friend of your mother’s.” 

“Do you really think she’ll be there?” asked Alex, and they all knew he 
didn’t mean Dr. Aditi. 

“I hope so,” said Todtman. “Something is going on there, and the pattern 
does seem very familiar.” 

Alex nodded. In addition to the bloody bad showers, there’d been reports 
of grave robbery and a near riot at one of the museums. Definitely familiar. 

“Do you think one of them will be there, too?” said Ren. “Another Death 
Walker?” 

“That is my fear,” said Todtman. “You must be careful, and do as Dr. 
Aditi says.” 

“You sound like my dad,” said Ren. 

“Yes, he was not so easy to convince,” said Todtman. 

“You didn’t mind-zap him, did you?” Ren asked, staring at him 
anxiously. “You promised.” 

Todtman raised his hands. “Innocent,” he said. “I just mentioned that 
these internships are quite common in Germany, that you would be carefully 
chaperoned, and that it would be a great comfort to Alex.” 

“I helped with that last part,” admitted Alex, raising his hand. 

“I may also have mentioned that it looks very good on school 
applications,” added Todtman. 


Ren could see that last line having an impact. Heck, it had an impact on 
her: This was Manhattan, where the competition started in pre-K and ended 
never. Still, she was skeptical. Maybe he’d mind-zapped her mom instead? 

“What about my aunt and uncle?” said Alex. “You didn’t mind-zap them, 
did you?” 

“I don’t remember you asking me not to,” said Todtman. 

Alex smiled. He hadn’t. And he wouldn’t miss sleeping under a desk. 
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Two hours later, they were on their way to the airport. Ren’s parents came 
with them and got a little teary-eyed at the gate. Alex just rode it out. 

Ren got the window seat on the plane and gazed out at the runway. She 
was excited for the trip — London! — but also determined for the mission. 
She wanted to help Alex and keep him safe. That was a big part of it, but part 
of it was for her, too. This was her chance to truly be exceptional, and not just 
look the part. The next time her dad called her his “little Einstein,” she 
wouldn’t be embarrassed. Forget Jesse Blatz; could even Einstein do what 
she was preparing to do? Would he even try? 

Alex stared directly at the back of the seat in front of him. He was 
carrying a heavier weight. He was sure of it now: Everything that was 
happening was his fault. People had already died because he had lived. All he 
could do was try to make it right. He had to find the Lost Spells before they 
could be used again, and he had to undo the damage that had been done. 

But more than that, he had to find his mom. She’d taken care of him his 
whole life, and now it had cost her. Not everything, though. He was sure his 
mom was still alive. It wasn’t some insight imparted by his amulet. It was 
just a feeling he had. They had always been so close — doting mother and 
only son. Deep down, he could still feel that connection, stretched thin, but 
unbroken. 

He intended to follow that thread wherever it led. Across an ocean? Sure. 
Across the globe? If he had to. 


For twelve years, he’d been defined by what he couldn’t do. He’d spent 
so much time cautious and fearful, sitting and watching. Now, he’d be 
defined by what he had to do. And at that moment, as he thought about the 
dangers that lay ahead in London, he was not afraid. 

And not nearly so far away, behind a blue curtain just up the aisle, one 
final member of the crew reclined in comfort in first class. Luke had been a 
late addition to the flight. Officially, he was going to London for an elite 
track-and-field camp. Unofficially, Alex was pretty sure his aunt and uncle 
were sending Luke to keep an eye on him. Alex wasn’t sure if that made his 
cousin an obstacle or an ally, and Luke wasn’t saying either way. A battered 
Yankees cap pulled down low, he was already asleep. 


sie 


Thousands of miles away, in the underground lair of The Order, a slumber 
that had lasted millennia was over. Everything had changed. The heavy 
sarcophagus at the center of the chamber sat like an open wound between two 
worlds. Its stone lid lay cracked in two on the floor. Only the leader dared 
venture in now. Kneeling, he pointed his golden mask at the floor and 
listened to the shadowy presence looming above him. 

“Rise, loyal servant,” came a dry and desolate voice. “For soon, the old 
ways will be restored, and we will bow to no one.” 

Answers echoed around the globe. Deep underground in New York City, 
in a lightless and abandoned inner sanctum, a faint tapping began. It was 
coming from inside the painted stone of a false door, with only rats to hear it. 
In a cemetery in London, a more insistent sound clawed the night. And 
elsewhere, the first faint stirrings of life, long delayed. Of evil, long dormant. 
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Book 2 
Amulet Keepers 


By Michael Northrop 


Dead Man Walking 


A large figure descended the steep slope of Swain’s Lane in north 
London. The man’s features were old, but his frame was strong and he moved 
in long, sure strides. Each step of his heavy, old boots brought him closer to 
the slumbering neighborhood below. The warm summer night was dark out 
here so far from the city’s glittering center. The man brushed one heavy hand 
against the tall black fence posts as he passed. 

Thick fingernails struck old iron: Tik tik tik! 

On the other side lay a very old cemetery, built into the hillside. He 
looked in at the moss-shrouded grounds with ink-dark eyes: considering, 
remembering. The cemetery was mostly full now, had been since World War 
I. It was a sleepy place. Deathly quiet. Tik tik tik! He let his hand drop. The 
fence ended; the village began. 

The man moved more quietly now, like a cat settling in for the hunt. The 
first little houses appeared, huddled close together, their windows dark. A 
few moments later, he saw light up ahead, movement. The faintest hint of a 
smile formed on his death-parched lips. 
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“Aw, don’t eat that!” said Bennie Kemp, tugging on the leash. “Spitfire! 
Spitfire! Bad dog!” 

The British bulldog looked back and, reluctantly, dropped the candy 
wrapper. Empty anyway, his little dog brain thought. 

“Just do your business and let’s go,” said his owner. “Creepy out here.” 

Spitfire looked back blankly. He understood several words — food, walk, 
biscuit — but none of those. 

Bennie looked around the streets of his little neighborhood. He was 
surprised how deserted they were. He’d heard the rumors, of course. 
Everyone had. But having been raised on tales of British bravery, he was a 
little disappointed in his neighbors. A few people go missing and the whole 
town shuts down, he thought. He could barely manage half a thought for the 
reports of blood falling from the sky and other mysterious events. He chalked 
that all up to public hysteria stoked by the media. 

“Bunch o’ nonsense,” he said grouchily to Spitfire’s back. 

The dog didn’t even bother to turn around this time. Talk to me when 
you’ve got a biscuit. Instead, he kept feverishly sniffing the ground with his 
blunt, slobber-covered snout. There was something dead up ahead, and he 
Had To Find It! Now he was the one tugging on the leash. It could be 
anything: a squirrel, a pigeon, a cat — oh, how he hoped it was a cat! He 
pulled his owner toward the smell. 

As Bennie followed his lumpy little leader out of the glow of one 
streetlight and toward the glow of another, he saw a man. It is a man, isn’t it? 
he thought. His face was creased with deep lines, but his body was large and 
solid. The combination reminded Bennie of a statue from a village green. The 
outfit, too. He looked like an explorer from the height of Britain’s colonial 
might. Dressed for the heat of India or Africa, Bennie thought. 

“You all right, then?” said Bennie. “Gave me a fright.” 

Spitfire finally peeled his stubby nose from the sidewalk. Well, this is the 
dead thing, he thought. But it’s all wrong. 


The man released a slow, ragged breath — air moving through damaged 
passageways like the hiss of old pipes — and then he looked up. Bennie got a 
better look at the man’s skin now. Even in the faint light, he could see that it 
was horribly uneven, too leathery in some places, too loose in others. And 
then he saw the eyes. 

Oh dear Lord, the eyes ... 

A scream pierced the night, followed by a few quick, sharp barks. One 
final yelp and the streets were silent again. And all around them, the houses 
were quiet, too. A bedside lamp clicked on and then quickly clicked off 
again. The rest of the windows remained dark. The neighbors stayed in their 
beds, pulling the sheets a little closer. 

And so none of them saw the powerful figure of one man drag the limp 
frame of another out of the light at the edge of the village and up the long rise 
of Swain’s Lane. 

The rest of the night crept by without incident. Heavy eyes closed again, 
troubled minds found a few hours of rest, and a frightened bulldog huddled 
against a locked door. But the horrors were not quite over for the lonely dog’s 
former owner. 

Early the next morning, hidden from the freshly risen sun, an ancient 
ritual began. The residents woke from broken sleep and bad dreams to the 
sound of rain thumping on their roofs, spattering against their windowpanes. 
If there’s one thing the English know, it’s the sound of rain. And these drops 
were too thick, by the sound of them, to be mere water. 
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Dead Man Walking 


A large figure descended the steep slope of Swain’s Lane in north London. The man’s features 
were old, but his frame was strong and he moved in long, sure strides. Each step of his heavy, old 
boots brought him closer to the slumbering neighborhood below. The warm summer night was dark 
out here so far from the city’s glittering center. The man brushed one heavy hand against the tall black 
fence posts as he passed. 

Thick fingernails struck old iron: Tik tik tik! 

On the other side lay a very old cemetery, built into the hillside. He looked in at the moss- 
shrouded grounds with ink-dark eyes: considering, remembering. The cemetery was mostly full now, 
had been since World War I. It was a sleepy place. Deathly quiet. Tik tik tik! He let his hand drop. 
The fence ended; the village began. 

The man moved more quietly now, like a cat settling in for the hunt. The first little houses 
appeared, huddled close together, their windows dark. A few moments later, he saw light up ahead, 
movement. The faintest hint of a smile formed on his death-parched lips. 
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“Aw, don’t eat that!” said Bennie Kemp, tugging on the leash. “Spitfire! Spitfire! Bad dog!” 


The British bulldog looked back and, reluctantly, dropped the candy wrapper. Empty anyway, 
his little dog brain thought. 

“Just do your business and let’s go,” said his owner. “Creepy out here.” 

Spitfire looked back blankly. He understood several words — food, walk, biscuit — but none of 
those. 

Bennie looked around the streets of his little neighborhood. He was surprised how deserted they 
were. He’d heard the rumors, of course. Everyone had. But having been raised on tales of British 
bravery, he was a little disappointed in his neighbors. A few people go missing and the whole town 
shuts down, he thought. He could barely manage half a thought for the reports of blood falling from 
the sky and other mysterious events. He chalked that all up to public hysteria stoked by the media. 

“Bunch o’ nonsense,” he said grouchily to Spitfire’s back. 

The dog didn’t even bother to turn around this time. Talk to me when you’ve got a biscuit. 
Instead, he kept feverishly sniffing the ground with his blunt, slobber-covered snout. There was 
something dead up ahead, and he Had To Find It! Now he was the one tugging on the leash. It could be 
anything: a squirrel, a pigeon, a cat — oh, how he hoped it was a cat! He pulled his owner toward the 
smell. 

As Bennie followed his lumpy little leader out of the glow of one streetlight and toward the 
glow of another, he saw a man. /t is a man, isn t it? he thought. His face was creased with deep lines, 
but his body was large and solid. The combination reminded Bennie of a statue froma village green. 
The outfit, too. He looked like an explorer from the height of Britain’s colonial might. Dressed for the 
heat of India or Africa, Bennie thought. 

“You all right, then?” said Bennie. “Gave me a fright.” 

Spitfire finally peeled his stubby nose from the sidewalk. Well, this is the dead thing, he 
thought. But it’s all wrong. 

The man released a slow, ragged breath — air moving through damaged passageways like the 
hiss of old pipes — and then he looked up. Bennie got a better look at the man’s skin now. Even in the 
faint light, he could see that it was horribly uneven, too leathery in some places, too loose in others. 
And then he saw the eyes. 

Oh dear Lord, the eyes ... 

A scream pierced the night, followed by a few quick, sharp barks. One final yelp and the streets 
were silent again. And all around them, the houses were quiet, too. A bedside lamp clicked on and 
then quickly clicked off again. The rest of the windows remained dark. The neighbors stayed in their 
beds, pulling the sheets a little closer. 

And so none of them saw the powerful figure of one man drag the limp frame of another out of 
the light at the edge of the village and up the long rise of Swain’s Lane. 

The rest of the night crept by without incident. Heavy eyes closed again, troubled minds found a 
few hours of rest, and a frightened bulldog huddled against a locked door. But the horrors were not 
quite over for the lonely dog’s former owner. 


Early the next morning, hidden from the freshly risen sun, an ancient ritual began. The residents 
woke from broken sleep and bad dreams to the sound of rain thumping on their roofs, spattering 
against their windowpanes. If there’s one thing the English know, it’s the sound of rain. And these 
drops were too thick, by the sound of them, to be mere water. 


Night Flight 


The big airliner flew through the night, and Alex Sennefer sat in the dark cabin and thought about 
the dead and the missing. The dead: the Death Walker he had put to rest back in New York, and the 
one he was almost certainly flying toward. The missing: his mom. 

The plane would arrive in London early the next morning. Right now, it was somewhere over the 
vast, cold Atlantic Ocean. Alex drummed his fingers on his thigh, impatient, wanting to be there 
already, wanting to get started. He looked over at his best friend, Renata Duran. Ren was conked out 
in the window seat. She’d placed the cheap airline pillow against the wall and crumpled sideways 
into it. Her eyes were closed and her mouth was just slightly open, almost touching the little window. 
Alex looked through the safety glass, but all he saw was moonlight and a spiderweb of frost from the 
minus-eighty-degree temps outside. How can she sleep with everything thats going on? he thought. 
But he knew he should try to get some rest, too. 

He took one last look up the aisle toward first class, where he was pretty sure his cousin Luke 
was already asleep. His cousin wasn’t the type to stay up thinking. He honestly wasn’t the type to 
think all that much while he was awake. Technically, he was headed to London to attend an elite 
track-and-field camp, but Alex was pretty sure he was also going to keep an official family eye on 
him. Whats left of the family, he thought. 

He fished his pillow off the floor, stuck it behind his head, and muscled his eyes closed. He 
forced himself to take slow, even breaths. In the unguarded borderland between awake and asleep, a 


memory of his mom slipped in. His whole class had been invited to a birthday party, which was 
probably the only reason he had been. This was toward the end, when he was absent from school as 
often as he was present. And sure enough, he was too sick to go. His mom brought home ice cream 
and sat next to him as he curled up on the couch. He managed only one bite, but she finished the bowl 
and pretended they’d “shared” it. “Thanks for the ice cream,” he’d said. “It was good.” She’d 
reached over and smoothed out his hair, the worry lines around her eyes bunching up as she smiled. 

But sleep came and took her away from him again. In her place, a nightmare. Alex was back in 
the Stung Man’s underground tomb, carved out of an abandoned subway station and furnished with 
stolen luxuries. A large black scorpion scrabbled over the fringe of a rug, and then a shadow fell over 
it. Alex looked up and there he was: the Stung Man, his face bloated with ancient stings and his robes 
smelling faintly of decay. He raised his left arm, which ended not in a hand but a massive scorpion 
stinger. The barbed point was the size of a carving knife. The stinger flashed forward — 

Alex woke with a start. He sat up so fast that he nearly hit his forehead on the little TV screen in 
the seat in front of him. So much for getting some shut-eye, he thought. He looked around. The 
problem was the plane, this long, dark cabin. It was too much like one of the stone sarcophagi back at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where his mom had worked as a curator before she disappeared. 

He looked at the little screen, feeling both tired and restless. TV would be a good distraction. 

He glanced around to make sure no one was looking. The businessman in the aisle seat was fast 
asleep, chin on shirt, drool on chin. Alex reached into his collar and fished his amulet out from under 
his blue polo shirt. It was made of polished stone and refined copper and shaped like a sacred scarab 
beetle, a symbol of regeneration in ancient Egypt. It had been his mom’s, and now, it seemed, it was 
his. 

Alex was still learning what the ancient artifact could do. He knew one thing, though. 
Considering it had been made ina time and place where towering stone pyramids were the height of 
technology, the amulet made a surprisingly good remote. He closed his hand around the stone scarab 
and felt the rush he did whenever he used the amulet. His pulse revved and his mind focused; he felt 
like a race car driver rounding a curve. 

The little screen blinked to life and he selected MOVIES, not with his fingers but with his eyes, 
and began flipping through his choices. 

“What re you watchin’ ?” 

Alex gasped. 

“Must be a scary movie,” said Ren, poking him in the shoulder. 

“You just, kind of — you shouldn’t surprise people like that,” said Alex, keeping his voice low 
so he wouldn’t wake the beefy businessman. 

“You shouldn’t zone out playing with your toy,” said Ren. 

Alex looked down at the scarab. He knew she was just joking. It wasn’t a toy: It had already 
saved both their lives. He slipped it back under his collar. 

Ren reached up and touched the screen in front of her. The first thing that came up was the flight 


map. Alex saw her scan the screen and read the numbers along the side. It was a British airline, and 
the distances were all in kilometers. 

He watched her eyes narrow, her brow crease. She got one very distinct line right between her 
eyebrows when she concentrated. Alex thought of it as the ON button of a brown-eyed computer. 

“You're converting kilometers to miles, aren’t you?” he said. 

“Yep,” she said. “It’s easy.” 

“Oh yeah?” he said. He knew her too well to believe her. Ren wasn’t the type of brainiac for 
whom things came easy; Ren was the type who worked problems to death. ““What’s 2,389 
kilometers?” he said, reading the screen. 

Again, the crease. “About 1,500 miles,” she said. “Maybe a little less.” 

Alex didn’t doubt her math. Her dad was one of the chief engineers at the Metropolitan Museum, 
and the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. It’s just that it was a very small apple — almost a crab 
apple, really. She was twelve, like him, but not quite four and a half feet tall. From her seat, she had 
to look not only over at Alex, but also up. 

There was a rumbling next to them. The businessman was climbing to his feet, looking back over 
his shoulder to see if there was a line for the restrooms. Alex turned back to Ren. “Wanna watch a 
movie?” 

But Ren’s eyes were on the businessman. “Let’s go over the plan while he’s away,” she said as 
soon as he headed down the aisle. 

Alex rolled his eyes. 

“What?” said Ren. 

“Never mind,” said Alex, but then he said it anyway. “What good will going over the plan up 
here do? We need to get down on the ground and start looking.” 

“We need to know what we’re doing before we do it!” she countered. 

Alex almost rolled his eyes again. It was such a Ren thing to say. A phrase the other kids used to 
say popped into his mind: Plus Ten Ren. Ren the planner, Ren the extra-credit gobbler ... 

“So, no movie?” he said. 

She shook her head again. “This is important, Alex.” 

He took one last look at the screen and let out an exaggerated sigh. They’d been over all this 
before they left, but he knew she wouldn’t yield. “Fine,” he said. 
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Ren heard the sigh but ignored it. She knew Alex wasn’t much of a planner. She even sort of 
understood it: For most of his life, his unpredictable health had made planning a waste of time. But he 
was better now, and this was serious. The Lost Spells his mom had used to bring him back from the 
brink of death had brought others back, too: Death Walkers. And the next one, they believed, was in 
London. 


When she thought about it, she got the same flash of fear she got before tests. A pit-of-the- 
stomach panic she could almost taste. It used to be: Was she ready? Had she prepared enough to 
keep up with her classmates? What kind of grade would she bring home to her brilliant parents? 
She swallowed hard, knowing how much higher the stakes were now. The new questions: Was she 
ready? Had she prepared enough to face the new dangers ahead of them? Would she make it home 
at all? 

“Okay,” she said, leaning in and lowering her voice. She began with what she already knew. 
That always settled her down some. “The Stung Man came from the museum. Which makes sense, 
because where else are you going to find a mummified ancient Egyptian? And we needed your scarab 
amulet and the spell — the right spell — from the Book of the Dead to send him back. That came 
from the museum, too.” 

She paused to see if Alex wanted to add anything, but all he said was, “Obviously.” 

She shot him a look. His expression was flat, and he was drumming his fingers on his thigh in a 
way that was starting to annoy her. What part of an evil spirit clinging to the edge of the afterlife 
and escaping at the first opportunity is obvious? she thought. Since when? 

She went on. “And things started to happen all over the world as soon as the Spells were used. 
So things have been happening in London for a while now.” 

Alex perked up, finally met Ren’s eyes. “This one’s been awake longer,” he said. 

“Yeah,” she said. “So?” 

But he was thinking about it now, and all he did was repeat that one word: “Longer ...” 

He hadn’t even been paying attention, but he’d figured something out. Something important. Ren 
hated it when people did that to her. WHAT? she wanted to say, but she didn’t want to look stupid. She 
hated that even more. “Anyway,” she said, “the main thing is the Death Walker.” 

Alex looked at her, bug-eyed. “The main thing is my mom!” 

“Right,” said Ren. “But we don’t even know if she’s in London.” 

““She’s there,” said Alex. 

“Okay, but let’s just —” 

“Right, right, right,” said Alex, not bothering to hide his impatience. “We know The Order is 
working with the Death Walkers. And we know The Order has my mom, so if we find them, we’ ll find 
her.” 

Ren didn’t argue. They were pretty sure the ancient death cult had kidnapped Alex’s mom when 
they’d stolen the Lost Spells. But pretty sure wasn’t the same as knowing — and she really wished 
he’d stop drumming his fingers like that. 

“Anyway,” she said, glancing down at the offending digits. “The first thing we need to find out is 
who — or what, I guess — this Death Walker is —” 

“We need to get down there and get started,” said Alex, cutting her off. 

She opened her mouth to respond, but he cut her off again. “All right?” he said. “Period.” 

“All right,” she said, sitting back in her seat. “But stop doing that thing with your fingers. It’s 


annoying.” 

Both their seats were jolted as the bulky businessman thumped back down. If the conversation 
wasn’t over before, it was now. 

Alex went back to picking his movie, and Ren stared silently out her window at the red light of 
dawn. She’d go over it all one more time, on her own. 


Crash Landing 


Before Alex’s movie even ended in Row 22, another drama began to unfold in the cockpit. “I 
don’t like the look of those clouds,” said the copilot. 

The captain glanced over and then did a quick double take, his eyes zeroing in on the radar 
screen. “Those weren’t there a minute ago,” said Captain Martin Hadley. He was one of the airline’s 
most experienced pilots, but as he watched the new clouds spinning slowly in the opposite direction 
of the ones around them, he got the sinking feeling he was about to experience something entirely new. 

The copilot swallowed hard. He was nervous for the opposite reason: very little experience. 
They were both watching the small screen closely when air traffic control came on over the cockpit 
radio. They were watching the same thing in the tower. 

“What is that?” said Captain Hadley. 

For a few long moments, there was no reply, then: “Be advised, Flight 768 ...” The voice 
started strong and official but then seemed to break under its own weight: “We have no idea what that 
is ... but you’re heading directly into it.” 

The copilot reached up and loosened the collar of his crisp white shirt. The captain crossed 
himself. “Reroute?” he said into the handset. He took a look at the fuel gauge, did some quick 
calculations: How long could they circle? What other airports could they make it to? 

Another pause on the other end and then: “Negative. It’s small, low speed. Let’s just get you 
down.” 


“Roger that,” said the captain. 

“Tt is small, isn’t it?” said the copilot, seeking reassurance. 

“I suppose,” said Hadley, peering into the rosy morning light ahead of them. “But what is it?” 

An hour later, descending through light rain into their final approach, they found out. 

Thick drops of something red hit the cockpit windows, staining them pink as it mixed with the 
wind and water. The engines began to choke on the stuff, and the big plane bucked like a spooked 
horse. The captain wrestled with the U-shaped yoke, his knuckles turning white as the windows began 
to turn red. 

“Pull up! Pull up!” shouted the copilot, but Hadley ignored him. There’d be no pulling up now: 
too late for that. They were landing, one way or the other. 

“As a precaution due to extreme conditions, we have to ask you to prepare for a potential crash 
landing.” The announcement sounded through the cabin and cut into people’s headphones. A 
thunderous noise filled the air as questions were shouted and a hundred urgent conversations began. 
The announcement continued, momentarily drowning it all out: “Please make sure your seat belts are 
fastened securely and your window shades are closed.” 


+--+ 


Ren had, quite possibly, been the only one paying attention when the flight crew went over emergency 
procedures pre-flight. Even so, it was hard to remember all the details with her pulse suddenly 
pounding wildly in her ears. She reached over and flicked down the plastic shade, catching one more 
glimpse of the rosy morning light. 

She looked at Alex. “This is bad,” she shouted over the frantic voices filling the cabin. 

Alex looked over and agreed wordlessly, his wide-open eyes and slowly bobbing head doing 
the talking. 

The plane bucked again, sending a flight attendant who’d been trying to demonstrate the crash- 
landing position into a crash landing on her backside. Half a dozen passengers screamed as if they’d 
just witnessed a murder. 

Others had already assumed the position, determined to ride this thing out, for better or worse, 
with their heads between their knees. The burly businessman next to them was sitting bolt upright and 
releasing odd, high-pitched yelps as he began to hyperventilate. 

“Should we, you know?” shouted Alex. His voice cracked on the last part, giving away his fear. 
He mimed assuming the crash-landing position, raising both fists up toward his ears and ducking his 
head down between them. 

Ren felt a sudden, desperate need to know how close they were to the ground. She cracked open 
the shade, noticing, as if froma distance, that her hands were shaking. In the two-inch gap, she saw a 
line of red briefly streak across the pink background. 

“Oh, please no,” she murmured. The small sound was swallowed up by the hysteria all around 


her, but Alex had seen her reaction. He followed her eyes to the window as she reached over and 
flicked up the shade. 

They both saw it now. The morning light was too rosy — and too dark. Two more long tendrils 
of red snaked across the surface of the window. 

They’d heard about this: red rain in London. Some people said it was blood; others said it 
couldn’t possibly be. It had always turned back to regular rain in the end — and the few samples 
people had managed to collect had turned right back with it. 

Magic, Ren knew, was always hard to pin down. 

BOOOOM! 

A sound like artillery roared from the massive jet engine on the opposite wing. Whatever was 
falling out there, the plane didn’t like it one bit. The engines on both wings began to groan and shake. 
A sound like a dying giant filled the cabin. 

“We can’t land in this stuff!” shouted Alex. 

Ren looked down. Through the red haze, she could see the ground now. Rooftops whizzed by 
below, like a city of dollhouses. The houses ended. The airport was just up ahead, the slick, red 
runway ... 

“We’re about to!” she called back. 

One final announcement rang out, shouted and amplified but barely audible over the commotion: 
“Crash-landing positions!” 

Ren’s head was swirling with panic and confusion as she buried it in her lap. 

What was falling out there? 

Would it turn back to regular rain? 

The plane was shaking so violently it seemed on the verge of flying apart. 

Would it be too late when it did? 

She laced her fingers behind her head, pictured her parents, and braced for impact. 


~~} 


The wheels were down and the time was up. Captain Hadley surveyed the scene ahead of him. The 
wind whipped the red rain across the cockpit windows as he stared at the runway with wide-open, 
unblinking eyes. The white lines had turned pink and the lights glowed red, but he thought he could 
see them well enough. 

“What am I looking at?” he yelled into the radio. It wasn’t an idle question. If it was just red 
rain, that was one thing. He’d landed in rain more times than he could count. But if it was what it 
looked like ... 

“Unclassified meteorological phenomenon,” came the reply. 

The copilot spat out a reply of his own: “Unclassified, my —” 

“Not now!” barked Hadley, cutting him off. “Eyes on the instruments!” 


The plane touched down with a heavy bang. A sick hiss rose as the wheels met the tarmac and 
the red liquid. That much speed and power and weight would vaporize water, the captain knew, 
effectively taking it out of the equation. But this seemed to be a stickier, trickier substance. 

The wheels burned and hissed along the runway, and the plane began to turn. Captain Hadley got 
a sick, empty feeling in his gut as the big airliner went into a skid. 

He took one last look over at his copilot. The man was folded over in crash-landing position and 
screaming into his own knees. So Hadley was on his own, then: on his own and in charge of the lives 
of hundreds. He let out a long, slow breath. 

He had the wings on his collar, and he had the responsibility. 

Instead of a death grip on the control yoke, he forced himself to take a light one as the plane 
veered to the side. Muscle it and you'll end up upside down, he told himself. Instead of squinting his 
eyes half shut, he opened them. Look. Watch. 

He made himself breathe. He made himself think. 

Don t think of it as water, think of it as mud. 

The massive plane corrected, the nose began to straighten out slightly. Still too much of an angle, 
still heading toward the edge of the runway, but with every foot that passed, the massive plane slowed 
just a little more. 

The captain stayed calm. He remembered his training and, against all odds, he brought the big 
bird home to its nest. The plane came to a halt, slightly sideways and a stone’s throw from the edge of 
the runway. 

Safe. 


Welcome to London 


Alex and Ren stumbled up the Jetway on wobbly knees. As soon as they arrived in the terminal, 
they saw Luke up ahead amid the scrum of passengers and airline personnel. Alex looked out the big 
glass windows at the rain coming down. Just regular rain now. It had turned over during the plane’s 
slow taxi to the gate. Outside, the last pinkish reminders of their ordeal were washing away. 

His head was buzzing and his nerves were shot. He jumped slightly as the loudspeaker came on 
above him. A crisp female voice: “Flight 768 from New York, now arriving.” The shaken passengers 
stopped to listen. Perhaps there’d be some explanation? “Welcome to London!” the voice concluded 
brightly. 

Alex turned to Ren and they just shook their heads. Even after weeks of widespread weirdness, 
the world of the living was still firmly in the denial stage. Ren looked away first, and Alex wondered 
if part of her was still in that stage, too. 

They caught up with Luke, but a man in an airline uniform was already talking to him. “And of 
course we are particularly concerned that our first-class passengers not be alarmed by this fluke 
occurrence,” the man purred in a posh British accent. 

“It’s cool, bro,” said Luke. “I slept through most of it anyway.” 

The man smiled politely, slightly baffled. “You ... slept ...” 

“What was that stuff?” asked Ren, busting in. 

The man looked over, straightening his red blazer. 


“It was blood, wasn’t it?” said Alex. 

The man looked over at Luke as if to say: You know these two? 

Luke shrugged. ““He’s my cousin. They were in coach.” 

The man gave a quick nod. That explains it. “We think it was algae,” he said without much 
conviction. 

“Algae?” said Alex. “Seriously?” 

“Yes,” sniffed the man, “an aerial bloom of red algae. It’s quite common at sea.” 

“Its quite common in the sea,” corrected Ren. 

The man looked down at her but quickly looked away, as shifty as a dog caught pulling food off 
the counter. A large Australian standing nearby broke in: “That was no bloomin’ algae!” 

“Come on, let’s go,” said Alex. He knew they weren’t going to get any real information out of 
this tall red mouthpiece. 

Ren nodded and Luke loped along with them as they left the two men to argue over aerial bloom 
versus aerial blood. 

Alex looked over at his cousin. Luke was a year and a half older, half a foot taller, and infinitely 
more muscled. “Did you really sleep through all that?” 

“Most of it.” Luke shrugged. “Killer workout yesterday. Totally wiped. Sorry I missed the algae, 
though.” 

Alex’s jaw dropped open. “Do you seriously think that was red algae?” 

“That’s what the man said,” said Luke. 

Alex looked over at Ren, expecting her to mirror his disappointment. 

“Well,” she said. “I heard that sometimes, like, frogs and things get sucked up in funnel clouds 
and then fall back to earth. Maybe ...” 

Alex just shook his head. He expected the airline to be in denial, not his friends. They headed 
for the passport control room. A big sign near the entrance read: UK BORDER. 

“It’s cool that you can have a border in a building,” said Luke. “But I guess you can have a 
building on a border so ...” 

He trailed off and a quick smile flickered across Alex’s face. Family spy or not, he sometimes 
got a kick out of his cousin. 

“Look at the lines,” said Ren. 

Alex sized them up. “Not too bad.” 

“Exactly,” said Ren, flapping a London guidebook toward him. “The book says they’ re usually 
huge: ‘Pack one snack for the international flight, and another for the passport control lines.’ ” 

“That’s because we’re the only ones daft enough to come here now,” said a voice behind them. 

The three friends turned around and saw an older couple. The man who’d spoken was wearing a 
sweater vest and a friendly smile. “No offense,” he added. 

“Because of the algae?” said Luke. 

The man and woman both gave him patient looks, trying not to look pitying. “Not just that,” said 


the man. “Graves been robbed, people gone missing ...” 

“Yeah, we heard about some of that,” Alex began, pointing between Ren and himself with one 
thumb and leaving Luke out of it. 

He was going to say more, but the man’s face clouded over and the smile fell away. “Our little 
... he began. “Our little nephew, Robbie ...” 

The woman patted her husband on the back and took over. “Our nephew up and vanished. Lives 
with my sister on Swain’s Lane. We don’t think he’s ... like the others ... He’s an energetic boy, you 
know, probably just off on some adventure.” 

Now Alex was the one trying not to look pitying. Before his mom had used the spells, he’d spent 
most of his life deathly ill. He knew better than almost anyone what it was like to put on a brave face, 
to pretend things were better than they were. 

“So you're here to help?” 

“Help look for him!” said the man, stuffing some cheer back into his voice. “Get out there and 
beat the bushes!” 

Alex hadn’t heard the phrase before, but he liked it. That’s what he was there for, too. 

“Where are your parents, by the way?” said the woman, scanning what was left of the line in 
front of them. She had her hair up in a bun, wore a floral dress, and looked like everyone’s aunt ever. 

Luke began to say something, but Ren cut him off. “I’m supposed to call them!” 

“Oh, that’s good,” said the woman. “They’ll pick you up?” 

Alex and Ren just smiled. The woman took a quick look at the group: three different shades of 
hair, three different tones of skin. Alex was half-Egyptian with shaggy black hair and tan skin; Luke 
looked like a mini Viking; and Ren fell somewhere in between, brown-haired, brown-eyed, and pint- 
sized. 

“Well,” said the lady, pulling something from her handbag. “If you happen to see our Robbie, at 
a playground or a McDonald’s or the like ...” 

Even before she unfolded the paper, Alex knew it would be a Missing Person flyer. His heart 
sank when he saw it. In the color photo in the center, the boy’s face was flushed and smiling, and he 
was holding up a third-place trophy with a soccer ball on top. Alex noticed the blue eyes and light 
brown hair first. Then he noticed that one of the boy’s eyebrows was a little higher than the other, 
giving his face a slightly off-kilter look. He looked like the kind of healthy, normal kid Alex had 
always wanted to be. 

He looked up at the woman, sure of two things: that he would recognize this boy if he saw him, 
and that he never would see him. Not alive anyway. She pressed the paper toward him, and he 
couldn’t help but take a step back. 

Ren stepped forward and took it. “We’ll keep an eye out!” she said. She shot Alex a look as she 
turned to put the paper in her carry-on bag. 

Alex looked down at the tile floor, trying to pull it together. Death, magic, evil ... All the things 
they thought they’d put to rest in New York were here waiting for them in London. The missing boy 


gave a face to a familiar thought: Js this all my fault, just like New York? Does me being here help — 
or make things worse? 

He turned to Ren, but she was busy getting her passport and customs form ready. They were at 
the front of the line. 

He handed the border control agent his passport. The man leaned forward in his chair and 
looked behind Alex. “You here by yourself, then?” he said, sitting back and eyeballing the passport. 

“With her,” said Alex, pointing to Ren in the next line. 

The man frowned. “Purpose of visit?” 

Alex rattled off the answer he’d prepared: that Dr. Ernst Todtman at the Met had sent them to 
intern with Dr. Priya Aditi at the British Museum. 

“What kind of doctors?” said the official. 

“Egyptologists,” said Alex. 

The man looked at him carefully, paused, then broke into a broad smile. “Who on earth would 
make up a story like that?” he said, handing him his passport. “Welcome to the United Kingdom.” 

The last one through, Alex joined the other two. 

“We just crossed the border,” said Luke, still amused by the concept. 

“You're an international athlete now,” said Alex. 

“Oh yeah!” said Luke, puffing out his broad chest a bit more as the three walked straight into an 
airport in crisis. 

The long lines they’d expected entering the country were on the other side, desperately trying to 
leave London. Security lines snaked back and forth, threatening to stretch out the sliding doors. 
Electronic boards flashed delays and cancellations after the mysterious squall. Raised voices and 
wailing infants echoed off the terminal’s high ceilings. 

Ren took a modest clump of British bills from her pocket and stopped by an airport kiosk. Alex 
surveyed the unfamiliar candy choices — Aero, Wispa, Double Decker — as Ren bought a 
newspaper that had caught her eye. 

She handed it over and Alex read the huge front-page headline for himself: “ROYAL 
ROBBERY: Crown Jewels Stolen!’ Below that, in type only slightly smaller: “A Dozen Priceless 
Pieces Taken from Tower of London.” Next to it, there was a picture of a massive, jewel-encrusted 
crown. 

The familiar phrases popped out at Alex as he skimmed the story: “time locks disabled ... 
alarms failed to sound ... cameras turned toward the wall.” It was just like the day the Lost Spells 
had been stolen from the Met. The day the Spells had been stolen and his mom had disappeared. 

He flipped to the next page, and the picture stopped him cold. It was a hand, in extreme close- 
up, reaching up to disable one last camera. The hand was wrapped tightly in linen. He understood 
immediately that it was a mummy. But he’d never seen ancient linen look so clean before ... 

He held the paper open for Ren to see. She nodded. Was she thinking the same thing he was? 
He wanted to ask but ... 


“Got to hand it to that guy, huh?” said Luke, leaning in for a look of his own. “Won’t be getting 
any fingerprints off him!” 

They ignored his joke and exchanged questions with their eyes. Luke noticed. “If I didn’t know 
better, 'd think you two didn’t always want me around,” he said. 

“That’s crazy,” said Alex as Ren took the paper and stuffed it into her carry-on bag. 

“Well, don’t sweat it, cuz,” said Luke. “T 11 be out of your hair in no time.” He pointed up at a 
sign that read UNDERGROUND, with a stylized train logo next to it. “Taking the train to the training.” 

They swung by baggage claim on the way out. Ren wrestled her perfectly packed wheelie bag 
off the carousel, Alex fished a heavy leather suitcase off the belt and grunted as he thunked it to the 
floor, and Luke plucked a large duffel bag free as if he were lifting a candy bar. Not that he ate candy 
bars. 

Then the three wheeled, walked, and lugged their way out of the airport. For a while the signs 
for the trains and ground transport were right next to each other, but eventually the arrows pointed in 
opposite directions. 

“Where are you two staying, again?” said Luke, holding up his phone, ready to punch in the info. 
“I’m supposed to ch — I mean, it would be cool to hang out.” 

Alex and Ren exchanged quick glances. 

“Umm, well,” said Alex. 

“Umwell?” said Luke. “Is that, like, a hotel?” 

Alex couldn’t tell if he was joking. 

“Alex Sennefer?” came a gruff voice. “Renata Duran?” 

The friends turned around and saw a very large man with a surprisingly small flat cap pulled 
down tightly on his large shaved head. 

“Uh, yeah?” said Alex. “That’s us.” 

“Thought it looked like you,” said the man, holding up a piece of paper and looking from it to 
Alex and Ren. “ ’At’s you, all right.” 

Alex was having a hard time understanding. 

“°Pologize fer me accent,” said the man. “Must sound a bit like P’ ve got marbles in me mouf.” 

Alex searched his brain: What’s a mouf? 

“Fing is, Dr. Aditi couldn’t make it, see? Sent me to pick you up an’ all ’at, right?” 

Alex watched the man closely. He could understand a dozen different ancient Egyptian dialects 
with the help of his amulet. He hadn’t missed one word of the Stung Man’s Middle Kingdom bluster. 
But this giant gent had him baffled. 

Ren stepped up: “ ’E says — excuse me, he says that Dr. Aditi can’t make it.” 

The man nodded. “In a meeting, she is.” 

“She’s in a meeting, and she sent him to pick us up.” 

“Bring you to the museum.” 

“And bring us —” 


“I got that part,” said Alex. He sized the man up. Size: XXL. He knew who they were, and he 
knew Dr. Aditi was supposed to meet them — but who was he? 

“Are you, like, her assistant?” asked Ren skeptically. 

“Aw, nuffin’ like ’at,” said the man, who definitely didn’t seem the scholarly type. “I’m a driver. 
Fer the museum, like.” 

Alex nodded. That made more sense. 

“Look at you two, with your own driver,” said Luke. “I’m just gonna head to the train.” 

“Who’s this, then?” said the man — Ooze iss den? — looking down at his sheet of paper again. 

“Luke Bauer, big guy, remember the name.” He turned to Alex and added, “Got your digits, cuz. 
I'll send you a text — or look you up at the Umwell.” 

He slung his duffel bag over his shoulder and headed off toward the airport train station. 

“Is way, den,” said the man. “Got a van out front.” 

“Come on,” Ren said to Alex. “Let’s get out of here.” 

“I can ’elp you wiv ’at bag, any’ow,” offered the man, stepping forward and plucking Alex’s 
heavy suitcase from the ground with one massive bear paw. 

Alex nodded. He wasn’t about to argue with that. He decided he was probably just being 
paranoid. Ren seemed to trust the guy. She was a few steps ahead, chatting away with him. She 
understood him just fine. Had she studied that in preparation for the trip, too? He picked up the pace 
and caught up with them. 

“What’s your name, anyway?” he said to the man. 

“Me name?” 

“Yeah, you name.” 

“It’s Liam, innit?” he said. 

Alex was confused again. [s he asking me? 

Ren read his expression. “It’s Liam, Alex.” 

“Okay, cool. Nice to meet you.” 

The man reached up and touched the tip of his undersized cap with his free hand. “Just up a’ead 
’ere,” he said, pointing to a pair of large sliding doors. 

Alex nodded. He was beginning to understand the man’s accent. Rule #1: No h’s. The automatic 
doors shooshed open, and Alex took one last look at the chaotic airport as they left it behind. They’d 
flown thousands of miles: out of trouble and chaos and danger in one city and into a fresh batch of it 
in another. It would be worth it if his mom was here. She had to be, and once he found her, she’d 
know what to do. She always had ... 

On the other side of the doors was a dim lower level, two narrow lanes of pavement with a curb 
on one side and a low concrete wall on the other. There was a beat-up cargo van directly in front of 
them — the kind with a sliding door and no windows in the back — and that was it. 

“Where are all the cars?” said Alex. “The airport’s so busy inside ...” 

“Bit of a dustup,” said Liam, pointing vaguely to the top of the ramp. “I was d’ last one got frew.” 


Alex looked up to the top of the ramp. There was a car sideways across both lanes. A man 
standing nearby had both arms in the air and another man was shouting something at him. Alex looked 
the other way. Another ramp led up and away, merging with the traffic leaving the airport. “Did they 
crash or —” 

But before he could finish his question, his own heavy suitcase crashed into him. Liam swung the 
thing like a Ping-Pong paddle, clocking Alex hard on the shoulder and sending him sprawling to the 
pavement. 

“Kuhhh!” he said as the air escaped his lungs. The pavement dug into his palms as he landed. 
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Liam bring the suitcase down toward Ren, trying to swat her like 
a fly. She leapt nimbly to the side, but the heavy case just clipped her leg and sent her to the ground, 
too. 

This guy 1s a fake! he thought. He began to scramble to his feet, but the suitcase came down on 
his head, knocking him senseless. 

Through half-closed eyes he saw Ren rushing back toward the airport — and then knocked flat 
by the swinging suitcase. No! 

Liam dropped the suitcase and crouched down over Alex. He fastened one plastic zip tie around 
his wrists and another around his hands, tying them together in prayer position. Alex pulled against 
them helplessly. He rolled onto his back and brought the first plastic band up to his teeth: useless, like 
trying to bite through a Coke bottle. 

He had one last hope. Alex tried to grasp his amulet, but with his hands bound together he could 
only press his thumbs to the thing. Not enough: The scarab remained cold and inert. This man knew 
exactly what to do, thought Alex, and that means one thing: The Order. 

He flopped onto his side and looked across the pavement toward Ren. His friend was splayed 
out ten feet away. Her hands weren’t tied, but she wasn’t moving. A fresh wave of panic rolled 
through him, and then he heard the van’s side door slide open. 

Alex tried to stand. Even with his head still ringing from the blow, he knew that if this man got 
them in that van, they would never be seen again. 

All Alex managed to do was sit up. 

“There y’are, ya little biter,” said Liam, looking down at him. “I ’ope y’understand me now.” 

As he reached down for Alex, a shoulder slammed hard into Liam’s gut and a pair of arms 
wrapped up the tops of his thick legs. It was a textbook tackle, with the blond head off to one side of 
Liam’s hip. Luke. 

Flawless technique allowed him to take the much larger man down. Liam’s mouth formed a 
perfect round O as he fell backward and his head slammed into the side of the van. The two bodies 
went down in a heap, but Luke was up a half-second later, springing to his feet like a jungle cat. 

“My hands!” Alex called, holding the plastic-tied appendages up for his cousin. 

“Right,” said Luke. He took one more look over at Liam, still motionless on the ground, and then 
rushed over to try to loosen the ties. 


“You came back,” said Alex, stating the obvious. He knew he still wasn’t thinking as clearly as 
he needed to. 

Luke gave hima sly smile. “Didn’t trust that guy for a second.” 

The ties wouldn’t budge. Once fastened, they had to be cut free. Both boys looked over at Ren. 
She’d trusted this big ham hock of a man — and paid the price. 

The good news: She was starting to sit up now. 

The bad news: So was the ham hock! 


Hot Pursuit 


“Ren!” yelled Alex. 

She stood up on wobbly Bambi legs. 

Alex looked over his shoulder as he and Luke yanked her forward. The oversized thug had 
pushed himself up to one knee, and the slap of boots on pavement alerted Alex to three more men 
racing down the ramp. The grim looks on their faces told him they weren’t coming to help. 

The three kids took off running, but it took Alex and Ren a few steps to get up to speed. Luke 
could’ ve left them in the dust but hung back to help as they headed up the opposite side of the ramp, 
away from the disabled car and toward the exit. Alex panicked when he saw the upslope. Hills had 
always been a major challenge for him. Then he remembered: That was before. His legs found their 
rhythm and began driving him smoothly up the ramp. 

There were four men in pursuit now. The other three looked lean and hungry, like a pack of 
wolves, and were already overtaking their beefy buddy, who had wobbled to his feet. 

Alex pawed uselessly at his amulet with his bound hands. 

“We need to reach the top of the ramp!” called Ren. 

Her short legs pumped hard on the upslope, and her sneakers slapped the pavement, but she 
wasn’t moving fast enough. Alex held back, unwilling to leave her behind. And with each step, the 
wolves pulled closer. They were ten yards behind ... eight ... six ... 

MEEEEEEP! MEEEEEEP! 


A tiny car careened into view like a tin-plated, turbo-charged golf cart. It fishtailed around the 
corner at the top of the ramp before barreling down the slope. 

“Watch out!” called Alex. All three friends dove to the side to avoid the speeding vehicle. 

The little machine whizzed past them in a red-and-white blur, heading straight for the wolf pack. 
The four men scattered like bowling pins, half diving to the left and half to the right. As they hit the 
pavement, the undersized engine shifted into reverse. The sound was less mighty roar than feverish 
whine, but the tiny car zoomed backward up the ramp and slammed to a stop in front of the fallen 
friends. A tall lady with striking features leaned out the open driver’s-side window. “Get in!” she 
shouted. 

Painted on the door below her in red letters: 

THE BRITISH MUSEUM 

OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR 

“Dr. Aditi?” shouted Ren. 

“Sorry I’m late!” the woman called. 

The three friends ran around to the passenger side and piled clown car-style into the little 
vehicle. With no time to push the seatback forward, Ren vaulted between the seats. Alex attempted to 
do the same but got caught up. A solid shove from Luke finished the job. The taller cousin plopped 
down in the front passenger seat and the little car was moving again before he even slammed the door. 

Fists pounded on the hood and side of the car. Alex was afraid the thugs would capsize the so- 
called automobile with their size and muscle. Liam’s large fleshy face appeared at the window 
nearest Alex, who was still trying to untangle himself from his friend in the tiny backseat. 

“Where’s your luggage?” Dr. Aditi shouted over the combined racket of men and machine. 

“My what?” said Alex. He’d forgotten all about his suitcase — except for the part where it had 
come down on his head. 

“At the bottom of the ramp!” shouted Ren. 

“Right, then,” said Aditi. She brought her chin down ina sharp nod and her foot down in a sharp 
stomp. The car came to an abrupt stop. Four thick thumps rocked it as the pursuers bounced into and 
off of its angled frame. 

Aditi floored it. A quick bump inside the car coincided witha sharp yelp outside. Was that 
someone ï foot? wondered Alex. He hoped so. 

And just like that, the little car was racing back the way they’d come. Aditi screeched to another 
halt near the van. “Would you mind terribly?” she said to Luke. 

He jumped out of the passenger side and tossed Alex’s battered briefcase into the open door. 
Alex was useless with his hands tied, so Ren wrestled the thing into the backseat. Out the back 
window, the thugs were gaining again — except for the one with the fresh limp. 

“Hurry!” called Alex. It seemed like a lot of fuss for luggage and he considered saying so, but he 
knew that no one liked a backseat driver. 

Luke tossed in Ren’s wheelie bag then jumped back in, holding his own duffel. A fist smacked 


the back window as the car hightailed it the wrong way up the ramp, toward the disabled car. Aditi 
revved the engine and bumped the little car up on the curb to get around the sideways sedan. She 
bounced and jostled over another curb to get into the next lane. 

And just like that, they were on their way out of the airport. Aditi downshifted, and everyone — 
the little car included — seemed to take a long, deep breath. 

Aditi adjusted her mirror and looked around. “So,” she said brightly, “how was the flight?” 


mmm 


At a small executive airport outside the city, another, smoother flight had just touched down. The pilot 
of this one had not been at all surprised by the red rain and, with plenty of fuel, had simply circled 
above the clouds, waiting for it to end. The sleek private jet taxied to a halt, and a lone passenger 
disembarked. He was tall and gaunt with spiky silver hair, and he carried a long black case in one 
hand. 

No one asked this man how his flight was as he walked into the small main building. No one 
said anything to him at all, just tried to avoid his eyes. 

No chance of that. Perched atop a long, sharp nose, his eyes were dark and cold and predatory. 
They took in the room at a glance and identified the approaching threat immediately. Even at small 
airports, there are rules. Even at small airports, there are international borders. 

A young, blue-shirted customs official named Lewis broke the silence. “Sorry I’m late, Dave,” 
he said as he rushed into the room to relieve his coworker. “My car wouldn’t start.” 

Dave wheeled around and stared at him in surprise. Lewis wasn’t late; he was early. 

Dave had debts and needed the money. In a word, he’d been bribed. And part of his job had 
been to disable Lewis’s car. He simply hadn’t disabled it enough. Now he tried to warn his coworker 
off with a sharp look and a shake of his head, but Lewis had no idea what any of that meant. He 
ignored it and got to work. 

“Right,” he said, turning to the silver-haired man who had approached the desk. “Let’s see your 
passport.” 

The room fell completely silent. Everyone there — Dave, the pilot, a safety inspector, even a 
few members of the ground crew — they all knew the deal. Everyone except Lewis. 

“I’m afraid I don’t have one,” said the man slowly. 

“You... Pm sorry ... What?” said Lewis. “Listen, mate, this is a small airport, things are a little 
looser maybe, but you still need the basics.” 

He turned toward Dave with a Can you believe this guy? smile. But Dave was not smiling. In 
fact, he was trembling slightly. 

He mouthed three words, slowly and distinctly, and underlined their importance with his eyes: 
“Let. It. Go.” 

Lewis looked at him closely. He was just now hearing the silence, sensing the fear, and 


beginning to put things together. He didn’t know what was going on, but he knew it wasn’t legal. “Aw, 
Dave,” he said, the disappointment clear in his voice. “You know I can’t do that.” 

He turned back to face the man, but the man’s face was no longer there. In its place was a long 
iron mask in the shape of a crocodile head. The black bag lay empty on the floor. 

Lewis flinched, more from surprise than fear, at first. From flat scales to blunt teeth, the detail in 
the dull gray iron was impressive. The man stared out coldly through eyeholes above the snout. And 
then he raised his hand, and an ancient power flowed forth. That’s when the fear started. The fear, and 
the pain. 


Switcharoo 


Alex squirmed in the microscopic backseat of Aditi’s car. There was no place to put the heavy 
suitcase, so he hugged it under his bound hands and watched as Dr. Aditi darted through traffic. 

“Uh, lady? You’re on the wrong side of the road!” yelped Luke. 

Aditi looked over at him, smiled, downshifted, and stomped on the gas. “Not over here, luv,” 
she said. 

Ren ducked her head between the seats. “They drive on the left in England,” she shouted over 
the sound of the overworked engine. 

Aditi executed a daring double pass, darting between two larger cars, both of which honked 
angrily. 

Alex followed her eyes. She was spending at least as much time looking in the rearview mirror 
as she was watching where she was going. He wouldn’t have minded if they weren’t going quite so 
fast, or if their vehicle offered more than a soup-can level of protection. He hugged his suitcase 
tighter. 

“I can keep an eye out for the van if you want to watch the road!” he called. 

“You think they’ Il follow us?” said Ren, wheeling around to look out the back window. 

“Not necessarily ...” Aditi began. 

Alex saw Ren’s shoulders relax a little. 

“They might be waiting for us when we get there,” Aditi added. 


Ren’s shoulders bunched up again. Alex remembered the museum’s name, painted in red on the 
car door. What was Aditi thinking? She’d given away their destination! 

“I think you’re right,” said Luke during a brief lull in the traffic noise. 

“About what?” said Aditi, scanning a side mirror. 

“Everyone else is driving on the left, too,” he said. “Just, you know, slower.” 

Now Aditi looked over at him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Who are you?” 

“T’m Luke,” he said. 

Aditi looked at him blankly. 

“Tm his cousin,” he said, hooking a thumb back toward Alex. 

“But Todtman didn’t mention ...” Aditi continued. Her eyes found Alex’s in the mirror again, 
and she gave hima What 5 the deal? look. 

“He’s not, like, with us,” said Alex. “He’s here for sports camp.” 

He leaned forward as far as his bulky suitcase would allow. “Luke, man, you can’t say anything 
about this to your mom and dad, all right?” 

“What, why not?” he protested. “It’s a good story!” 

“Come on, man!” pleaded Alex. His aunt and uncle were his legal guardians with his mom 
missing, and he was afraid they’d have him on the next plane home. 

“Pm just kidding, man,” said Luke. “This camp is gonna rock, but if the ’rents found out they’ re 
snatching up American kids over here, they’d have me home before my first high jump.” 

Alex leaned back and exhaled, glad they were more or less on the same page. 

“But they’ ll probably hear about the algae thing on the news,” added Luke. 

London’s towering center loomed up in front of them as they quickly left the city’s outskirts 
behind. They melted the zip ties off with the car’s lighter as they bumblebeed down the highway. At 
every point along the way, at least one of them was looking back, either in the mirrors or out the rear 
window. 

Finally, they reached their exit. Alex scanned the signs as they made the turn: BLOOMSBURY, 
FITZROVIA, BRITISH MUSEUM ... 

Alex tried to make eye contact again in the mirror, but Aditi was too busy merging back into the 
city traffic. The Order had already known who was meeting them at the airport — he could still hear 
Liam mangling Aditi’s name — and they would definitely know where they were headed now. He 
hoped she knew what she was doing. He watched her eyes work as she drove, quick and alert. He 
knew she was a member of the same secret group of scholars as Todtman. Ren called them “the book 
club,” and there was no doubt they were a far-flung group of museum-working nerds — but they were 
also mysterious and powerful. Alex wondered if Aditi had an amulet, too, something to match 
Todtman’s formidable falcon. 

He looked back through the window. No van, he thought. Not yet. And as the light changed and 
they scooted through a busy intersection, he thought he might be able to keep it that way. His head was 
clearer now, and his hands were free. He reached up and wrapped his left hand around his scarab 


amulet. The rush overtook him, and he looked back again, feeling his pulse quicken as he narrowed 
his eyes. 

He stared at the traffic light and it instantly turned red. A chorus of honks rose up, and he turned 
back around, knowing it would stay that way for some time. 

Despite everything they’d been through, and the dangers that could still be waiting up ahead, 
Alex couldn’t help but gawk from his cramped perch in the backseat. Though his mom traveled for 
work all the time, Alex’s shaky health had always made going along too big a risk. He’d always 
dreamed of being able to go to cool, far-off places. 

Now London sprawled all around them: an unfamiliar city full of fresh names and new sights. As 
the car skirted around a crowded public square, Alex eyed a winged statue and read the sign: 
Piccadilly Circus. The buildings on one side were fronted with neon billboards, and on the other with 
ancient stone. It seemed half Times Square and half medieval metropolis. 

A few more quick turns and suddenly they were pulling up to a grand stone building that towered 
above them, as large as a city block. 

“The British Museum,” Ren said in a reverent whisper. “My dad always talks about this place.” 

Alex nodded. His mom had, too. It was beautiful. 

Aditi pulled up to a gate in the tall iron fence and slowed to a halt as she reached a little guard 
booth. She lowered her window and flashed an ID badge at the guard, who didn’t bother to look at it. 
“All good, then, Glenn?” she said to him. 

“Near as I can tell!” he said, waving her through. 

Alex was glad to see the security, but Aditi clearly wasn’t satisfied. She pulled the little car to a 
stop and parked it near the fence. The overheated engine sounded like a deflating balloon as she 
switched it off. “Right!” she said. “Out we go. Quickly!” 

They all piled out of the car — and into the one next to it. It was a dark blue sedan, as generic as 
the museum car was distinctive and, mercifully, quite a bit larger. Even better, this one didn’t have 
their destination painted on the side. “In, in, in!” called Aditi. “Luggage in the boot.” 

“The what?” said Luke. 

Aditi answered by popping open the trunk. Barely a minute after they’d pulled into the employee 
lot, they pulled back out again. Glenn gave them a slightly baffled wave and then went back to his 
paper and tea. 

As they drove away, Alex took a quick look back through the tall iron bars. He felt a wave of 
relief: This lady knew what she was doing after all. The little car was clearly visible from the street. 
Its cheery red-and-white paint scheme called out like a billboard to any thugs, cult operatives, or 
other interested parties. We’re in here, dummies, it seemed to say. 

“Now, then, Luke,” said Aditi, “where is this camp of yours?” 

And just like that, they were off to their first destination. 


m~ 


The blue sedan was barely out of sight when Glenn rose from his seat in the security booth once more. 

“Delivery!” called a large, moon-faced man leaning out the driver’s-side window. 

Glenn eyeballed the van. It was a little ragged by museum standards. Clearly not delivering any 
priceless artifacts. Maybe food, thought the guard, or toilet valves. ““What’s in the back?” he said. 

“Oh, just supplies ’n’ such,” said Liam. “Got all ’at paperwork right ’ere.” 

Liam’s head disappeared back into the van, and when Glenn leaned in for a closer look, Liam 
was waiting. He grabbed the back of Glenn’s head with one powerful hand as the other one shot up 
toward the guard’s neck. The gleaming metal point of a large hypodermic needle sank deep into the 
soft, pale flesh of Glenn’s neck. For a moment, he twitched and jerked and tried to pull away, but as 
Liam pushed the plunger down with his thumb, the guard fell still. 

The Order was making its presence felt. 


Bumps in the Night 


“Home again, home again, jiggety-jog!” called Dr. Aditi, bringing the car to a lurching halt. 

Ren’s eyes snapped open in the backseat. She and Alex had both conked out after they’d dropped 
off Luke, unable to overcome the combined effects of jet lag, sleep debt, and head trauma. She sat up 
and peered between the seats. The first thing she saw was a large blue sign affixed to the brick wall 
in front of them: 

THE CAMPBELL COLLECTION 

OF EGYPTIAN ANTIQUITIES 

“You'll be staying here for a while,” said Aditi. Ren liked the way she talked, dispensing her 
crisply accented words like a banker peeling new bills off a money roll. “Safer than the museum at 
the moment,” she continued, “though there’s been plenty of activity here, as well.” 

Ren set her wheelie bag down on the parking lot pavement and looked up. The London sky was 
gray and gloomy, just like ina movie. She bounced her bag briskly up onto the curb. “What is this 
place?” she said to Aditi’s back. 

“The Campbell used to be a private collection, but now it’s a sort of satellite to the British 
Museum,” said Aditi. 

Ren looked up at the tall, skinny building in front of her: It looked like a bit of an “antiquity” 
itself. The paint was beginning to peel on the old-fashioned wood-framed windows, and here and 
there she saw little gaps in the bricks. At the very top, she saw an old chimney leaning away from the 


building at an angle that looked unsafe. It reminded her of a tall, broken-down old man, tipping his 
cap to no one. 

“Tve arranged rooms for you two here,” Aditi added. 

Here? thought Ren. In this creaky old place? 

Inside, the Campbell Collection was cool and quiet. An old man named Somers led them to their 
rooms and gave them a heavy iron skeleton key for the front door. Ren wasn’t sure if Somers was his 
first name or his last name, or if he was the caretaker, curator, or something else entirely. But Aditi 
said they could trust him, and that was a relief. They came to a stop outside two low, narrow doors at 
the end of a top-floor hallway. 

“Here you are,” he said ina deep, scratchy voice. “The old servants’ quarters.” 

He turned the doorknob in front of him with long, bony fingers. It opened with a brisk click, 
revealing a tiny room with one narrow bed, a table, chair, dresser, lamp, and nothing else. 

“Both rooms are the same,” said Somers. “Doesn’t much matter which one you choose.” 

Ren looked at Alex. “I'll take this one,” she said and wheeled her bag inside. 

On the floor next to the bed she saw a small metal basin and a water jug: a chamber pot, like ina 
Charles Dickens novel. Please let this place have a real bathroom, she thought. She felt like she’d 
taken off from New York in the twenty-first century and landed in London in the nineteenth. Once 
again she got the sense of being ever so slightly separated from reality. Mummies and magic will do 
that, but sometimes even the normal things seemed off to her now. 

She thumped her bag down as Somers opened the next door for Alex. “Ill let you two get some 
rest,” Aditi called from the hall. “Be back in the afternoon!” 

Ren could hear Alex protesting in the hallway. He wanted to get started now. 

“I think you’ve had quite enough excitement for one morning,” countered Aditi, her footsteps 
already heading toward the stairwell. 

Ren took out her phone and looked at the time. Still too early to call her parents in New York. 
She pressed her hand into her bed, gauging its firmness. She thought maybe she’d take Aditi’s advice 
and get some rest. Then Alex ducked his head into her room. 

“Hey, Ren,” he said. ““Where’s that newspaper?” 

And she knew she wouldn’t be getting that nap after all. 


—+—+ ++ 


They spent that first, jet-lagged day doing what they could from the Campbell. Ren got a little burst of 
energy when they divided up the tasks, since that was the kind of thing she liked to do. 

“Okay,” she said, “Ill go online and look for potential Death Walkers. Missing mummies, busted 
sarcophagi ...” She glanced over at the picture of the wrapped hand in the paper, now lying open on 
her bed. “Anything tightly wrapped and very evil.” 

“Cool,” said Alex. “Pll check out the collection here. See if there’s anything useful. I think I saw 


a Book of the Dead display on the way in.” 

Ren had seen it, too, but it was just one panel. The full copy at the Met had taken up an entire 
wall: two hundred spells spread across papyrus scrolls and linen mummy wrappings. “I guess we 
only need one spell,” she said. “If it’s the right one.” 

That was her job. Find out who the Death Walker was in life, so they'd know which spell would 
work on it in death. 

But as the day wore on, Ren’s eyes got heavy and fuzzy as she bumped into one dead end after 
another. She couldn’t find any reports of mummies missing from the British Museum — and it was the 
kind of thing that people usually noticed. 

She looked up every ancient corpse listed in their collection online — and even the ones on the 
websites of a few of the smaller collections around town. None of them seemed especially evil: 
minor nobility, a high priest here and there, and even one royal accountant. The Stung Man sounded 
like a Death Walker, she thought sleepily, but the Accountant? 

Alex returned after a thorough search, reporting that the Book of the Dead downstairs was just 
“a few scraps from the beginning,” the Campbell’s one human mummy was still very much in 
residence, and Aditi had called to say she wouldn’t be back that day because something had happened 
at the big museum. 

What neither of them knew was that, later that night, something was going to happen at the little 
One, too. 

Puhh-THUUMMP! 

There it was again. Alex looked around the dark confines of his little room. It was the middle of 
the night, and strange noises were coming from somewhere in the closed museum. 

Whup-WHUMMP! 

Farther away and louder? Closer and quieter? Alex couldn’t tell. He sat up in the narrow 
wooden bed and flicked on the small lamp on the bedside table. He checked the corners of the room. 
Nothing. He exhaled. 

Puhl-TIKKK! 

The sharpest sound yet ... Was it coming from the hallway? 

“Hey, Ren,” he ventured, turning to face the wall. “That you?” 

Silence for a second and then: “No ... I thought it was you!” 

The walls were thin enough that they could have a conversation at more or less normal volume. 

“Hallway?” said Alex. 

Praang! 


They were both quiet for a moment, analyzing what they’d just heard. 
“It’s coming from downstairs, I think,” said Ren. “I think the floors are as thin as the walls.” 


“Okay,” said Alex. “Meet you out there?” 

“Yeah, just a second.” 

Alex threw back the thin covers and surveyed his outfit. Pajama pants and a King Tut T-shirt his 
mom had brought back from a trip to Egypt. Good enough, he figured. If it was a would-be Order 
assassin making that noise — or the mummy from the second floor — the only item that would matter 
was the amulet around his neck. He pulled the room’s one chair out from under the door handle. 
Through the wall, he heard Ren doing the same thing. The doors of the old servants’ quarters didn’t 
lock. 

He wrapped his left hand around the scarab and felt his pulse quicken, his senses sharpen. He 
pushed his door open and ducked his head out into the hallway. The only light came froma red EXIT 
sign above the staircase at the far end of the hall. 

He saw Ren duck her head out a few feet away, her dark, not-quite-shoulder-length hair edged in 
red. She turned to look at him — 

WHOMP! 

The sound was louder out here, and he saw her eyes go wide with fear. 

“What is that?” she whispered. 

“T don’t know,” he mouthed. 

Quietly, carefully, they both stepped out into the hallway. Ren was fully dressed, her sneakers 
tied in fresh, impeccable bunny ears. Alex looked down at his own bare feet. 

He squeezed his amulet a little tighter. He thought maybe he could sense something, small and 
subtle, like movement at the very edge of his vision. “Only one way to find out,” he said, lifting his 
chin toward the old stairwell. 

Ren hesitated and then whispered, “Okay.” 

BWWAACKK! 

The sound echoed up the stairwell. Ren pointed a single finger down toward the floor, and he 
nodded. They were on the fourth floor of the narrow building, and the latest sound seemed to be 
coming from the third. 

Alex edged forward and took the lead. Grim images of what might be down there filled his 
mind, but he pushed against his fear as if he were wading into icy cold waves at the shore. A small 
part of him even hoped it was someone from the death cult. The familiar refrain flashed through his 
thoughts: Find The Order, find my mom. 

He walked straight toward the garish red glow of the ExIT sign and the dark mouth of the 
stairwell beyond. 


“Oh No” 


As they descended the dark stairwell, a symphony of small creaks and groans played on the old 
wooden stairs. The next loud noise made them jump. 

WAHhwhuuMMPPP! 

The sound echoed up the stairwell. Closer, thought Alex. Definitely closer. His imagination 
force-fed him images he did not want to see: the beefy Order operative looming above him, 
slamming the suitcase down; the empty eye sockets of the shriveled mummy on the second floor; 
the horrors he’d seen back home. 

Ren’s smartphone glowed softly in the stairway, Dr. Aditi a touchscreen away. Alex 
remembered her voice from the brief phone call that day, distracted and upset. She didn’t say what 
had happened at the British Museum, but he could tell it was bad. Even if they called her right now, 
he realized as they reached the third-floor landing, there was a good chance she’d arrive too late. 

PRRaaaKKK! 

The noise rang out in the dark. It sounded like stone or bone. It also sounded like it was coming 
from the next room. 

“You ready?” he whispered. 

“Guess so,” answered Ren as they crept toward the low archway leading to a small side room. 

In addition to the glow of the EXIT signs, there was a faint glow coming in through the windows, 
and here and there small bulbs illuminated display cases. A larger bulb washed the flat green surface 
of a six-thousand-year-old mudstone paint palette. The assortment of lights spawned a web of 


shadows. The Campbell was quiet during the day but downright spooky at night. They were almost at 
the archway now. His eyes brushed past a sign that read GALLERY XI: ANIMALS IN THE AFTERLIFE. They 
could hear another, softer sound coming from within: the raspy, irregular scratch of something being 
dragged across the wooden floor. 

“Wait,” hissed Ren, stopping in front of a small fire extinguisher. 

Gladly, thought Alex. He gripped his amulet in one sweaty palm. The old floor felt cool and 
rough against his bare feet. He watched as the concentration line appeared between Ren’s eyebrows. 
She carefully sized up the clasps in the dim light and then, with three quick movements, removed the 
fire extinguisher from its mount. 

Wuh-PAAPPP! 

The volume removed all doubt: The sound was coming from the next room — and coming 
toward them! 

A scritch like fingernails scraping stone grew louder, just inside the archway. The sound was 
inhuman — that was no Order operative, Alex realized. What if it was something far worse? What if 
the Death Walker they were looking for was looking for them? They weren’t prepared yet for a fight 
like that. 

He glanced back at Ren. It was too late to hide, but could they run? As he saw Ren look down 
and freeze in fear, he understood: It was too late for that, too. 

Holding his breath, he followed her gaze: 

A pointy tail flicking back and forth. 

Four stick-thin legs ... 

It was a creature with the body of a small animal, but its head was covered ina tangled mass of 
fractured wood and bent metal, which it was dragging backward through the archway. The strange 
creature was covered in... 

“Oh no,” said Alex as the little beast dragged itself out of the shadows and into the weakly lit 
room. 

“Ts that ...” Ren began. 

“Yeah,” said Alex, backing slowly away. “It’s mummy wrapping.” 

The creature paid no mind to the voices behind it, just continued dragging its burden across the 
floor. After a few more steps, it swung its neck hard against the base of the archway. The wood and 
metal slammed against the wall with astounding force. The noise rang through the room, and the 
friends jumped back another step. 

“It must’ve tried to back out of its case and gotten stuck,” said Ren, lowering the fire 
extinguisher. “It’s trying to get its head out.” 

Alex loosened his grip on the amulet. The thing wasn’t attacking; it was trapped. The busted 
remains of a display case wreathed its head. The electric cord of a display lamp wound through the 
wreckage and wrapped around the creature’s neck. 

“What is it?” said Ren. “Did they have Chihuahuas back then?” 


Alex shook his head and watched the creature’s long tail flick from side to side as it resumed its 
backward march. It was nearly hairless and half-wrapped in old linen; it was disoriented from its 
long sleep and trapped in the remains of its own case. But he knew exactly what it was. 

“Cat,” he said. “Sometimes they mummified cats. To take with them to the afterlife.” 

The cat mummy was closer now. Alex took another step back, but Ren took a step forward. 
“Poor thing,” she said. 

“Really?” said Alex, but he knew she was serious when he saw the familiar line appear on her 
brow. 

“I may not like all this magic and creepy dead stuff much,” she said, “but I do like cats.” Ren 
darted forward and knelt down next to the little creature. “Easy, easy,” she said. “Pretty kitty. Don’t 
smash me.” 

Alex could see her fingers trembling as she worked to unfasten an upside-down clasp and 
untangle the remains of the electric cord. 

“Careful!” he said, not only remembering the force with which the creature had swung its case 
but also eyeing its needle-like claws. 

But the ex-cat had frozen at the first touch and seemed to be willing to wait. Did it know Ren 
was trying to help, or did it just think she was petting it? 

“Almost done, little kitty,” said Ren. “Almost free.” 

A few tugs and twists later, Ren stood up. 

Slowly, tentatively, the little cat tugged its head back. Two large, pointed ears popped free from 
the wreckage. It turned and looked up at them with eyes that glowed green in the dimroom. For just a 
second, they had a clear view of it — a skinny half-wrapped cat with iridescent eyes. 

“Its sort of ...” Alex began. 

“Cute,” confirmed Ren. 

And it was, ina naked mole rat sort of way. Still, it was weird and spooky — especially in the 
half-dark room. 

“PI get the lights,” said Alex, reaching not for the wall but his amulet. 

They clicked on above them, flooding the room with light. Alex and Ren blinked a few times, 
and when they looked back down at the floor, the creepy-cute cat was gone. 

Now that, thought Alex, really was spooky. 

“Where did it go?” sputtered Ren. “How?” 

“It’s a mummy cat, Ren,” said Alex. “Don’t try to make sense of it.” 

The cat’s path was clearly marked with periodic dings and dents along the wall. They followed 
it back to its source: an overturned table and a puddle of glass. 

“Somers is not going to be happy about this,” said Ren. 

Alex pictured the old man’s flyaway white hair and the dark circles under his wrinkle-wrapped 
eyes. “I don’t think Somers has been happy since, like, 1963.” 

He knelt down and carefully plucked a brass information plaque out of the broken glass. He 


stood up, turned it over, and read it: 

PAI-EN-INMAR, SACRED CAT 

FROM THE TEMPLE OF BASTET 

BUBASTIS, C. 1730 BC 

Alex knew all about Bastet: Part protector and part predator, the cat-headed goddess was both 
revered and feared in ancient Egypt. His mom had always wanted to get a cat and name it Bastet. And 
though she’d never said so, Alex knew why she hadn’t: He’d always been more than enough to care 
for. 

Ren stepped over and plucked the plaque from his hands, snapping him back to reality. 

“Mine,” she said. 

He didn’t argue. She’d definitely earned it. 

They cleaned up as best they could and headed back upstairs. 

Back in his room, Alex fell into a fitful sleep as the adrenaline surge faded. But he did wake 
briefly just before dawn, and in those few blurry moments, he could’ ve sworn he heard soft, small 
steps out in the hallway. 


Alex woke up in a dark mood the next morning, and he stayed in one as Dr. Aditi drove them to 


Office Work 


the British Museum. His thoughts were grim and determined as the city slid by his window. They 
pulled into the same side lot as the day before, but Alex noticed that a different guard was on duty, 
and this one seemed much less relaxed. 

That was fine. He was less relaxed, too. He couldn’t believe how much time he’d wasted 
already, spinning his wheels at the Campbell while his mom was held captive somewhere. The idea 
that she might be suffering — never far from his thoughts — jutted into his mind like an iceberg 
piercing the hull ofa ship. 

The three hurried into the staff entrance and up toward Aditi’s office. Alex quickly eyed the 
massive museum: huge rooms, sleek new display cases brimming with invaluable artifacts, and 
already full of visitors. It was the exact opposite of the sleepy old Campbell Collection, but a British 
brother to the Met. He looked over and saw Ren gawking at it all and felt like shouting at her: We ’re 
not tourists! 

They whisked through a large, impressive atrium and past the shuttered Egyptian exhibits. Alex 
read a sign at the entrance: THIS GALLERY IS IN THE COURSE OF REARRANGEMENT. WE APOLOGISE FOR ANY 
INCONVENIENCE. He thought of the “rearrangements” at the Met: everything from restless mummies to 
ancient diseases. 

Dr. Aditi’s office was a mess, papers and folders everywhere, the blinds hanging lopsided. Alex 
took it all in at a glance. “Someone broke in, didn’t they?” he guessed. Zs that why we wasted an 


entire day? he wanted to add. 

He and Ren took seats in the two chairs in front of the cluttered desk and their host took a seat 
behind it. Ren opened her notebook and awaited the reply. To Alex, this “junior internship” was just a 
cover story, but he was pretty sure it was more than that to Ren. It would be a sweet credential for the 
high-stakes demolition derby of high school admission in Manhattan. His friend’s open notebook and 
new, blue, first-day-of-school dress were all the confirmation he needed. 

Dr. Aditi glanced over to confirm the door was closed, let out a long, tired breath, and began. 
“Yes,” she said. “We have a guard in the hospital, injected with horse tranquilizers, apparently. Lucky 
to be alive. All these folders on top of my desk were on the floor. All the files inside them, many 
confidential, were outside them.” 

Ren scribbled furiously in her notebook. “The men from the airport?” she asked. 

“Presumably,” said Aditi. 

“What were they looking for?” 

“That’s the question,” said Aditi. “The only folder I’m sure they took was the one on the Lost 
Spells. The official one, anyway. My private file is on the computer, hidden behind a few extra 
passwords. Don’t think they got through.” 

Alex pictured the crew of bone-breakers from the airport: not exactly hacker types. But 
something still didn’t make sense. “But why would they want our info on the Lost Spells? They have 
the Spells. They stole them from the Met when they got my mom.” 

“Perhaps they’re wondering what exactly it is they have,” said Aditi. She paused. “But we have 
to at least consider the possibility they don’t have the Spells.” 

His head swam at the implications. “But ...” he began, but then he shook it off. “Fine, 
whatever,” he said, not bothering to hide the annoyance in his voice. He didn’t agree, but he was sick 
of talking about this stuff. “We need to get moving, anyway.” 

“Excuse me?” said Dr. Aditi, looking across her cluttered desk at him. 

Alex returned the look. “We need to get moving. Like, now.” 

“Do you think you’re in charge here?” she said. 

“No,” he admitted, though he wished he was. “But it’s pretty obvious. We need to get out there 
and find out what’s going on. That’s why ’m—’” He caught himself a little too late and looked over at 
Ren. “I mean, that’s why we’re here, right?” 

Now they were both giving him looks. 

“Pll be blunt,” said Dr. Aditi. “You are here” — she leaned forward in her chair — “because 
you have both done this before, and you, Alex, are the only one who can use the scarab. We will need 
it if there is a Death Walker here — and it certainly seems that there is.” 

“And we need the Book of the Dead, too,” said Ren. 

Alex stared at her, annoyed that she was trying to score internship points while he was trying to 
get things moving. She had a point, though. The little display at the Campbell was no help. Dr. Aditi 
began to answer, but he cut her off. “Do you have one here?” he said. “Can we get it?” 


She looked at him and made him wait a moment before responding. “This is the British 
Museum,” she said. “It can be arranged — at least a scroll or two. But first we must learn who or 
what we are dealing with.” 

“So we’ll know which spell to use,” added Ren, and Alex wanted to tell her to knock it off 
already. He glanced down at her open notebook and saw that she was making a list: three numbered 
items, but he couldn’t quite read them. 

“Precisely,” said Aditi. 

“Yeah, congratulations for telling us what we already know,” he said. 

“Don’t be a jerk,” said Ren. 

“Then don’t be a teacher’s pet,” he said. She glared at him, but he was already turning back 
toward Aditi. “All any of that means is that we need to get out there and start looking.” 

“First we need information,” said Aditi evenly. 

The more overheated Alex got, the more her calmness bothered him. He began drumming his 
fingers on his thigh. 

“And we should start by reviewing what we already have,” she continued, ignoring Alex’s eye 
roll. “We will ‘get out there’ when we absolutely need to. You are still twelve, after all, and in my 
charge.” 

Alex slumped slightly in his chair. His fingers stopped. He couldn’t argue himself any older. 

Aditi reached into the top drawer of her desk and pulled out two manila envelopes. “For now, 
I’ve printed up a file for each of you,” she said. “Everything that’s happened here to date. Look it 
over. See if anything rings a bell from the last time. P11 set you up ina spare office.” 

Alex couldn’t believe it: A Death Walker on the loose, red rain, his mom missing, The Order 
running wild, and she wants us to spend the day doing homework? He looked over at Ren, hoping 
for support, but she was eagerly reaching for her folder. 

They needed to know who this new Death Walker was, but that wasn’t going to be in the 
newspapers. It’s not like they’d interviewed the thing. 

As Aditi leaned forward to hand him his folder, the thin gold chain around her neck slipped out 
from under her collar. Alex stared. Would it be an amulet on the chain? What shape would it have? 
What powers? But instead, he caught a quick glimpse of a green gem, the size of a pencil eraser. He 
couldn’t believe it: She doesn t even have an amulet. 

He took the folder and sank back into his seat. Just great, he thought. 

They followed Aditi to the spare office, and Ren had just one question for her on the way. “Are 
all the mummies still, you know, here?” 

“Irs in the folder,” said Aditi. “But yes. One of them is getting a little ... fidgety, but they’re all 
present and accounted for.” 

When they arrived, it was more of a small conference room than an office, but it didn’t matter. 
Alex had no intention of staying long. He read enough to get the idea and then flipped through the rest. 
Ren read diligently, without comment. Alex could tell she was annoyed at him. He didn’t know why. 


Everything he’d said had been total common sense. Well, except maybe the teacher 5 pet thing, he 
thought. 

Finally, she sat back, pulled two printouts out of the stack, and began copying information down 
into her notebook. 

“What?” he said. 

“This is really interesting,” she said. 

“Yeah?” he said. 

“It’s these two,” she said, tipping the printouts toward him. 

“T, uh, I didn’t get to those.” 

She didn’t seem surprised. “It’s about the grave robberies,” she said. “They were both at the 
same place.” 

Now we’re getting somewhere, he thought. “Is it far?” 

“Irs in the north of the city,” she said, reaching for a third printout. “But probably not too far by 
train.” 

Alex’s right knee began pumping up and down under the table. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. 
“Let’s check it out.” 


The Investigation Begins 


The hardest part of sneaking out of the museum was convincing Ren to do it. After that, it was a 
piece of cake. Big museums were pretty much the same on either side of the Atlantic, and they blew 
through the offices with their well-practiced “staff kids” walks. They knew from the Met that no one 
ever asked for ID on the way out. 

They hit the sidewalk in no time flat. 

“Okay, where were the robberies?” said Alex, in full-on Go Mode now. 

“Highgate Cemetery,” said Ren, a note of caution in her voice. 

Alex got the impression that was supposed to mean something to him. He shook his head and 
made a ya got me expression. 

“It’s super famous,” said Ren, as if that might ring a bell. “Really old and creepy?” 

Alex shrugged. “How do we get there?” 

Ren flipped to the maps at the back of her guidebook as they headed down the sidewalk. Alex 
saw a forest of mint green Post-it notes sticking out from the pages. 

“From here we go to ...” she began. Then she looked up, her eyes wide. “Goodge Street!” 

Alex pumped his fist. The name of that Underground stop had been one of the clues that led them 
to London in the first place, after they’d found it on a scrap of burnt paper in The Order’s 
underground lair in New York. 

Ren held up her hand for a high five, but Alex’s phone chirped with an incoming text and he left 
her hanging. They both froze as he checked the screen. 


“Ts it Dr. Aditi?” said Ren. 

“Just Luke again,” he said, flicking his phone to silent. Ren did the same with hers: standard 
procedure when there was spy work to be done. 

“Remember,” said Ren. “Just a quick look around and then we go straight back to the Campbell 
and tell Dr. Aditi we went back to study the folders. Which you should.” 

“Sure,” said Alex. She was better at cover stories than he was, anyway. His had always been the 
same — too sick — and they had always been true. Not now. He had energy, and he had direction. 

Goodge Street was on the Northern Line, a short walk away. They reached the station, bought 
their fare cards, and took the elevator down far below street level. “This is a lot deeper than the New 
York subway,” said Ren. “I don’t really like it.” 

“Why not?” said Alex as the lift doors opened and they exited into tunnels lined in clean white 
tile. 

“It’s like a tomb,” she said. 

Alex nodded. He’d also been thinking about tombs a lot lately. He felt his scarab amulet bounce 
against his chest as they headed toward the train. The scarab was the symbol of the Returner, a 
traveler between the world of the living and the world of the dead. He’d been in both worlds now, 
and it was just starting to occur to him: 

Maybe he still was. 


Highgate 


They exited the Archway station and started up the long slope of Highgate Hill. The 
neighborhood got cleaner and quieter as they began to climb, smudged storefronts giving way to rows 
of pleasant town houses on either side of the street. 

Alex wanted to head straight for the cemetery, but Ren insisted on taking a detour to look at some 
of the spots where people had disappeared. Alex moped a few steps behind as they took a road 
heading across the hill. 

Before long, they stood on the sidewalk gazing across a tiny lawn at the house of the first two 
missing persons. It looked to be a two-family home, but a scrap of blue-and-white police tape still 
stuck to one of the door frames left no doubt which unit the boys had disappeared from. 

“Two brothers, seventeen and eighteen,” said Ren, glancing down at a copy of a newspaper 
story. “Police thought maybe they’d just run away.” 

“Until the next one,” said Alex. 

It didn’t take them long to find that one. The houses weren’t exactly neighbors, but they were 
both near the bottom of the hill. They knew all about this missing person already. 

“An eleven-year-old boy ... Robbie,” said Ren. 

Alex nodded. “The couple from the airport ... their nephew,” he said. He could still see their 
eyes: wide and worried and rimmed with the dark circles of too many sleepless nights. They 
reminded him of how his mom had looked when his own health had begun to fail. 

He shook his head hard, trying to dislodge the image. It was an old habit, and it had only gotten 


worse lately. Ren pretended not to notice, as usual. Instead, she flipped through her folder for the 
details. “He was on the ground floor,” she said. “They found the window open the next morning.” 

“Broken?” said Alex. 

“Nope,” said Ren. “Opened from the inside.” 

Alex’s eyes found the bedroom window and his blood ran cold. He’d seen a hyena-masked 
Order operative named Al-Dab’u controlling an entire construction crew. He’d seen a police 
detective Todtman had brainwashed. And now a boy had opened his own window and climbed out 
into the arms of the night. Whoever took these people — The Order or the Walker — he was pretty 
sure they ended up in the same place. He needed to know where that was. 

“Let’s get to the cemetery,” he said. 

“Well, there was another guy who disappeared,” said Ren. She pointed. “Sort of over and down, 
just past the bottom of the hill.” 

Alex didn’t want to go backward. “It’s just going to be another stupid house,” he said. 

“Houses aren’t stupid,” said Ren. 

“Well, they aren’t smart,” he snapped. “And they’re not going to start flapping their doors and 
talking.” 

“Why are you being so mean today?” said Ren. 

“Why do you think?” he said. 

Ren mumbled something under her breath, but he didn’t catch it. 

“Which way to Highgate Cemetery?” he said. 

She pointed to the very top of the hill. 

Morbid thoughts slipped into Alex’s head as he began an uphill slog that would have been 
impossible for hima few weeks earlier. Soon he picked up his pace and took the lead. He knew they 
were getting closer to the old graveyard now. 

He could feel his amulet getting warmer with each step. 


m~m 


Ren, on the other hand, felt a chill spreading up her spine. They were heading toward Highgate 
Cemetery. Older than some states back in the US, the place had been packed since World War I. 
Nearly a century of mossy overgrowth and benign neglect had left it famously spooky and reportedly 
haunted. 

“There it is,” said Alex. 

“I see it,” she said. “Slow down.” 

A high iron fence surrounded the sprawling west cemetery, the older section — and the one 
where the robberies had taken place. It was closed now, except for a daily tour. Even if they managed 
to get in, they’d be the only ones inside. The only ones alive, anyway. 

Alex didn’t slow down at all, and Ren struggled to match his longer stride. Finally, the entrance 


came into view. There was a large stone complex with an iron fence extending from it in either 
direction and a heavy iron gate in the middle. To Ren, it looked less like the entrance to a cemetery 
than the entrance to a castle. 

Alex exhaled loudly and stared at it. She knew what it looked like to him: just another obstacle 
in his search. He was being a jerk — again — but at least she felt like she understood that part a little 
better now. She wasn’t as close with her parents as Alex was with his mom, but she was surprised by 
how much she already missed them. 

Still, she thought as they crossed the street, Alex could be nicer. He isnt the only one making 
sacrifices. She glanced up at the silent cemetery. And he certainly isn't the only one taking risks. 

There didn’t seem to be anyone around as they approached the gate. “Do we, like, knock?” said 
Alex. 

A door opened in the stone building to the right of the gate. 

“May I help you?” 

If you spend any time at all around museums — and Ren had spent a lot — there is a certain kind 
of older lady who becomes very familiar. Polite, polished, confident, and impeccably dressed. The 
very embodiment of this sort of lady stood before them now. She could have been their queen. 

“Ah, little ones!” she said. “Gave me a fright. Things are a bit ... unsettled here lately. I’m sorry, 
but you’ ve missed the tour. Come back tomorrow, 1:45 sharp.” She paused to look around and 
frowned slightly. “And bring your parents, won’t you?” 

“Uhhh, we ...” said Alex. 

Ren’s eyes went wide with alarm. Alex was smart in his own way — he certainly knew a ton 
about ancient Egypt. But he was trying to think on the fly now, and this did not always end well. 

“We’re relatives?” he continued. “Of one of the, um, deceased? Inside?” 

Interesting, thought Ren. The lady seemed to think the same thing, because she allowed him to 
continue. Alex seemed encouraged. 

“Yes!” he said. ““We’ve come all the way from America — it’s our last day here! We were 
hoping to ... maybe ...” 

“You want to visit the grave?” volunteered the volunteer. 

Alex nodded enthusiastically. 

“T see,” said the lady. “And what is the name of your relative?” 

“He’s English,” Alex began. Ren knew he was stalling. “His name is, um, London?” 

Ren winced. 

“London?” said the lady. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “London, um, Penny ... feather?” 

“London Pennyfeather,” said the lady evenly, as if weighing the words. 

Alex gave her a wide, defensive smile. 

“T’m sorry,” said the woman. “I don’t think so.” 

She turned on the heel of her stylishly functional leather boot and disappeared back into the little 


stone building. “Come back tomorrow!” she called a moment before the door slammed behind her. 

Ren looked from the freshly closed door to the still closed gate, then at Alex. “London 
Pennyfeather?” she said. 

Alex looked down sheepishly. “Yeah,” he managed. “Good old Great-uncle Pennyfeather.” 

Ren chuckled and Alex just shook his head ruefully. It felt good to share a joke again. 

But then the smile fell from Alex’s face and the determined set of his jaw returned. The change 
was too sudden for Ren to match, and the smile was still stranded on her face as Alex reached into his 
shirt and removed his amulet. 

“I can get us in,” he said. 


Egyptian Avenue 


Alex was expecting a click, but instead he got a Ka-LUNKK! 

It wasn’t the first lock he’d opened with his amulet, but it was definitely the largest — and the 
oldest by a solid century. 

“Ready?” he said, looking back to find Ren stuffing her folder back in her messenger bag. She 
nodded. Study time was over. It was time for the test. 

Alex released his amulet and gave the big gate a push. 

Gate: KKREEEEEEEAAK! 

Door: THUNNK! 

Lady: “Stop right now!” 

Alex and Ren made a break for it. Their feet slapped loudly on the stone tiles of the courtyard, 
and Ren’s folder fell out of her bag. 

“Oh no!” she blurted. 

Alex turned and saw loose papers spilling across the stone and the woman closing in on Ren. 
“Come on!” he called. “It’s just printouts!” 

Ren resumed running, and she and Alex quickly pulled away. They reached the edge of the 
courtyard, and Alex felt a sense of crazy elation as he took the old stone steps two at a time. For 
twelve years, he’d been the sick kid, the frail kid. He couldn’t remember the last time he made it 
through a full gym class. 

And now? He felt the wind push his hair back as he ran. For all it cost, he thought, coming back 


from the dead definitely has its benefits. He imagined his mom, alone with him in that hospital room, 
reciting the spell that gave him this new life. The last thing she did for me ... He shook his head 
hard, on the fly. 

Old graves sprouted on either side of a central path, large stone monuments with moss climbing 
the sides and lichen clinging to the tops. Death and decay and life all at once. 

“This way!” Alex called to Ren, a few feet back. They switched directions without breaking 
stride and headed down a muddy side path. Carefully planted trees had gone rogue over the years and 
now sprang up all around them. 

Twenty yards in, they stopped. 

“Think we lost her,” he said, huffing and puffing. 

“We lost her,” Ren began, pausing for a gulp of air, “thirty feet after we found her.” Another huff. 
“She didn’t make it out of the courtyard.” 

They grabbed a few more lungfuls and then straightened up and started walking. 

“I can’t believe I dropped my folder,” said Ren, grimacing. 

“Just printouts of news stories and stuff,” said Alex, and he was mostly right. Except for the 
letter at the end: the one on Dr. Aditi’s official museum letterhead. 

“Anyway,” said Ren. “I think I remember where the first disturbance was.” 

They walked on, looking at the elaborate sculptures on the graves: angels, crosses, and more 
surprising shapes. Many of the monuments listed the occupations, and even the addresses, of the 
deceased. Others provided clues to their lives. 

“PII bet that was his pet,” said Ren, pointing to a sad stone dog, curled up at the base ofa 
tombstone. 

“Bet he was a carriage driver,” said Alex, pointing to a large stone carriage on top of another. 
“Tt reminds me of Egypt.” 

“Because of the, like, coffin-y things?” said Ren, nodding at the nearest one. The bodies here 
weren’ t buried. They were interred in stone boxes aboveground. 

Alex looked at one. The resemblance to an Egyptian sarcophagus was unmistakable. “Yeah, and 
just, I don’t know, the idea that you can take it with you.” He pointed back at the stone dog. “That 
guy’s kind of like your new friend, you know?” 

“That little cat gave me the creeps!” said Ren, but with a small smile on her face. Then she 
stopped and pointed up the path. “There’s the first one.” 

The torn remains of blue-and-white police tape flapped idly in the breeze, a dead giveaway. 
They walked over slowly. 

“Orvath Bridgers,” said Alex, reading the raised letters on the large stone box. “Sounds like two 
clothing companies got married.” 

The top of the monument had been lifted back into place, but Alex eyed the fresh cement filling 
the jagged line that ran down its center. Hundreds of pounds, but it had been knocked off and shattered 
like a plate to get at what was inside — or who was. 


“Tt says Orvath was a goldsmith,” said Ren. 

Alex read the line, GOLDSMITH TO THE RICH AND ROYAL, and sized up the expensive monument. “If 
you thought you could take it with you,” he said, “what would a famous goldsmith take?” 

They headed up the hill toward the next grave, Ren leading the way and both of them turning this 
new puzzle piece over in their minds. 

“They robbed graves in ancient Egypt, too,” said Ren. 

“Yeah, but if they caught you back then, they cut off your hand.” 

“Gross,” said Ren, but then she had another thought. “It’s like the Crown Jewels. The gold, I 
mean. It’s fancy, just like with...” 

“The Stung Man,” said Alex, remembering. “Like how he decorated his tomb with stolen loot, 
nice things.” 

“Yeah, but it’s more than nice things this time,” said Ren. “This is treasure.” 

Alex nodded. Treasure stolen froma grave ... “Let’s check out the next one.” 

They continued up the slope and turned a gentle corner on the path. 

“Here it is,” said Ren. “And you thought this place reminded you of Egypt before.” 

Alex couldn’t believe what he was seeing, not how strange it was, but how familiar. A massive 
stone archway towered above them, with columns carved on either side. /t may be balanced on an 
English hillside, thought Alex, but the style is all Nile. 

“They call it Egyptian Avenue,” said Ren, earning her extra credit. 

Alex could see why immediately. “It’s a tomb front,” he said, noticing the carved lotus flowers. 
“I mean, you could plop this thing down in the Egyptian wing at the Met and no one would look twice. 
The size, the style, the columns ... everything.” 

“Not everything,” said Ren, pointing at the twin rows of shadowy doorways that lay beyond the 
archway. “These tombs are aboveground.” 

They ventured slowly under the archway and into the avenue. The linked crypts loomed on either 
side of them, their worn stone facades speckled with moss and age, their heavy doors painted black 
as night. 

“I don’t know,” said Ren, falling a few steps behind. “Maybe we should come back with Dr. 
Aditi ...” 

“What good would that do?” said Alex dismissively. “She doesn’t even have an amulet.” 

“Neither do I,” Ren said under her breath, but Alex was already talking again. 

“Here it is,” he said. 

In front of him, one of the black doors hung open, half off its hinges. He scanned the facade. 
“There’s no name on this one, no nothing,” he said. “Did the articles say who it was?” 

Ren mumbled her response, her eyes fixed on the darkness within. “No. Said the records burned 
up in World War II.” 

“That’s weird,” said Alex, taking another step forward and craning his neck to look inside. The 
thin slice of gray light coming through the broken door revealed three large ceramic jars. Alex had 


seen ones just like them at the Met, but even in Egyptian Avenue, this seemed too much. 

“Are those ... canopic?” said Ren, standing a little farther back. 

Alex shook his head. These weren’t the small ceremonial jars that held the internal organs of the 
deceased. These were larger, more functional. “These hold provisions,” he said. “For the afterlife ... 
Food, drinks ... grain, maybe ...” 

He was so engrossed that he didn’t feel his amulet getting warmer against his already warm 
chest. 

“Know a lot, boy,” he heard. At least, he thought that’s what it was. The voice was so thick and 
scratchy and raw that it was hard to tell for sure. 

The friends spun toward the voice, Alex already preparing his excuses: My great-uncle! A class 
project! But it wasn’t a volunteer they saw, no groundskeeper or gardener. 

Alex’s blood turned to ice water and his breath caught in his throat. 

The man they were looking at seemed to stand nearly as high as the columns. His jaw was 
square and his chest was wide, and everything about him was wrong, an abomination. His outfit, once 
tan, by the looks of it, was now stained with thick streaks of dirt and mud. The gaudy gold jewelry 
encircling his neck and one wrist was tarnished by time and death. The man’s skin was mottled and 
uneven; in some places it was stretched taut and dry, like a mummy’s, and in others, it hung loose, like 
a pale old man’s. The jagged breath slipping from his mouth spoke of damage inside. And yet, the 
dead man stood in broad daylight, smiling at them with time-yellowed teeth. 

Alex knew immediately that it wasn’t a friendly look. 


It was a hungry one. 


Alex reached up for his amulet, still resting lightly outside his shirt. 

The thing followed the movement and caught a glimpse before Alex’s hand wrapped around it. 

“A scarab,” he rasped, barely intelligible. 

Alex hardly heard it anyway, all his attention drawn to the creature’s eyes. They were like 
reverse stars, dots of pure black hovering in the soft gray afternoon light. He immediately, 
instinctively knew the truth. He’d seen that black light before. These eyes were windows into the 
afterlife. He looked inside, transfixed. 

“Death Walker,” he said, his lips forming the words almost despite him. 

The Walker smiled wider. “Yyessss,” he hissed. 

“Alex!” called Ren from behind him. “Let’s GO!” 

The smile vanished and the Death Walker paced forward, heavy old boots thudding into the soft 
ground. One step, two steps ... A few more and he would be close enough to grab Alex’s amulet. Or 
throat. 

But Alex was pretty fast himself these days. With a move he’d practiced a hundred times back 


home, and a hundred more in the park at night, his left hand squeezed the scarab as his right hand shot 
up. 

A powerful phantom wind rose up. “The wind that comes before the rain, ” a force of seasonal 
rebirth in Egypt. The gusts staggered this Walker, as they had the last one. 

It wasn’t enough to stop him, but it was enough to slow him and knock him off balance. 

Alex pulled his hand back, allowing the creature to stumble into the sudden lack of resistance. 

The Walker spat out half a dozen ill-formed words; the only ones Alex caught were “crush you.” 

Ren grabbed Alex’s shoulder. “Come on!” 

Alex shook her off and his hand shot up a second time. Instead of spreading his fingers wide, he 
pointed them tightly. It was a move born of desperation and anger, but it worked. What shot forth was 
not a wall of wind but a spear of it. The force struck the Walker on his left shoulder, and he spun 
back, falling to one knee. 

In the few moments it took the Walker to get to his feet, Alex and Ren scrambled down the row 
of crypts and back onto the path. But just as Ren turned to sprint down the slope, Alex skidded to a 
stop. The Walker appeared under the arch. 

“Alex!” Ren yelled. 

But Alex didn’t move, and once again, Ren reluctantly stood by her friend. 

The towering Walker glared at him and Alex glared right back. “Tell me where my mom is!” he 
shouted. 

The Walker responded to the pain in the boy’s voice with a desolate and broken wheeze, a laugh 
like a smoker’s cough. 

Alex screamed back: no words, just a howl of frustration. His hand shot out, the fingers pointed 
again. The spear of wind whistled straight toward the Walker’s head. The creature opened his mouth 
wide and ate it. The wind disappeared into a howling vacuum inside. 

As Alex watched, the mouth opened wider, wider — too wide — and it blackened. Alex felt a 
sudden chill shoot through him, and then he felt something else: a tearing pain seemed to come from 
his whole body at once. He felt as if he was being unzipped. From head to toe: unzipped. 

He heard a scream and turned toward its source: Ren. Just a few steps away, she was caught in 
the same attack. For a moment, he saw her standing there, leaning back with her heels dug in to resist 
the wind pulling her toward the horrible, distended mouth. And then he saw a flicker and a blur as a 
mirror image of his best friend slowly began to pull away from her body. 

Her soul, he realized in horror. 

He looked down and saw the same thing happening to him, but not in the same way. Instead of 
the vibrant colors peeling free from Ren’s small frame, he saw a gray and misty tinge to his. 

It felt like losing hope, like that poisoned-gut moment between dropping something precious and 
seeing it shatter. It felt like that, if the thing you’d dropped was your life and all you’d ever loved. 

In that awful moment of misery, he knew he had to act. Not just for himself, but also for his 
friend. He could see a full second image of her head now, bending away from her body and toward 


the Walker. 

Not much time. He felt nearly hollow inside. 

He was so cold now, almost frozen. His hand was still wrapped tightly around the scarab, his 
head still pounding with the effort, but his right hand could no longer do anything but point toward the 
powerful vacuum pulling it forward. 

Alex reached up with the only thing he could still control: his eyes. He flicked them up, scanning 
the air above the path. 

He found what he was looking for. 

He locked on. 

Then, with all the strength and will he had left, he jerked his entire head down in one sharp nod. 

The branch he’d been staring at came down with it. 

KaaRRRRRAACCCCCK! 

The Walker looked up in surprise, pointing his open mouth at the falling branch. Instantly, a 
shadow image of brown wood and green leaves tore free and disappeared down his gaping maw. A 
moment later, the branch crashed down on his oversized frame, knocking the foul man-thing to the 
ground. 

Free. 

Alex could feel it instantly. He gasped deeply and heard Ren doing the same next to him. He 
knew it wasn’t just air returning to their bodies. 

This time, he was the one to yell it: “RUN!” 

They sprinted headlong down the hill. He’d been wrong to try to force this fight. He’d used the 
amulet to banish the first Death Walker back to the afterlife, and he knew that, somehow, he would 
need to do the same with this one. It was why they were in London. 

But he also knew he needed more: the Book of the Dead, the right spell, the right moment — and 
this was not it. They needed to regroup, to plan. They needed to escape. 

A loud noise echoed behind them, the sound of splintering wood, and they ran faster. He could 
feel his churning legs pumping heat back into his chilled body. As they descended the hillside, the 
gatehouse came into view. From the vantage point of the hillside, he spied something he’d missed 
before: a smaller side gate. It seemed a better bet than the big main gate — and he didn’t want to lead 
that thing back to the white-haired lady. 

They reached the side gate together and slammed into it, pulling it shut behind them and sprinting 
straight down Swain’s Lane. They blew past the home of the two missing teens and didn’t stop until 
they’d reached the small cluster of houses and shops at the bottom. Sidewalk passersby stared at 
them, but Alex was too worried about Ren to notice. Finally, she turned to him. Her first words were 
forced, squeezed out through big greedy breaths. “He must’ve ... been there ... to ... rob another ... 
grave.” 

Alex nodded, relieved to hear her voice again. They took a few more looks behind them, then 
found a bench and plopped down, collecting themselves. Alex looked up and found the sun, its 


cottony white outline just visible behind a bank of late-day clouds. Ren did the same thing. The 
warmth felt good. 

Alex took out his cell phone to call Aditi, but the battery was completely drained, dead as a 
rock. He didn’t have to wonder why or ask Ren if hers was, too. The two sat side by side and pointed 
their faces at the sky, their eyes closed against the pale sun, their lips purple from the cold. 


A 


Slipping Away 


Dr. Aditi nodded politely as the cemetery lady let her have it. 

“Yes, well, we have interns here, too, but ours know their place!” 

“Tm sorry,” said Aditi. “I can assure you it won’t happen again.” 

“Yes, well, I should hope it doesn’t.” 

Aditi played her best card: “They are Americans. Spirited, but ...” 

“That’s one word for it, I suppose,” said the lady. She seemed to consider something, and then 
let it go. “Yes, yes, they certainly were spirited. And resourceful. I have no idea how they got that 
lock open.” 

“I think they teach that in the schools over there,” said Aditi. 

The lady shook her head lightly and let her frown slip away. 

“Yanks ...” said Aditi, and the two shared a playful, conspiratorial smile. 

The lady handed her the letter Ren had dropped, the number she’d used to call her circled in 
blue pen at the top. “Yours, I believe.” 

“Thank you,” Aditi said, taking the list of emergency contact numbers. “Let me know if the 
museum can do anything for you here.” 

“Always looking for funds.” 

Another shared smile, then the gatekeeper headed back to her post and Aditi headed up the 
hillside. She sighed heavily as she topped the stone stairs at the edge of the courtyard and saw the 
slightly muddy main path. She was wearing entirely the wrong shoes for this. 


“Alex! Ren!” she called. “Come along, please! I’m not sure it’s quite ... safe here!” 

She paused to look up the path and then cast a quick, nervous glance over her shoulder. She 
checked her phone: still no response to her calls and texts. She pocketed it and began to trudge 
upward. Todtman had warned her about the kids’ “initiative,” as he called it. He seemed to think it 
was a good thing. She wasn’t so sure. 

“Alex!” she called. “Ren!” 

No answer. She took a deep breath, steadied herself, and then continued on. She turned a gentle 
corner and saw a dead tree branch, split in two and lying in the middle of the walking path. 

Strange, she thought. The rest of the grounds seemed well maintained. 

She looked up to make sure another branch wasn’t about to fall but heard heavy footsteps behind 
her. “Alex?” she said, turning. “Re ...” Her voice trailed away. 

The response came in a ragged rasp: “ ’Ello, luv.” 

Two strong hands clamped down on her shoulders. She tried to shake free. She struggled hard 
and did everything right: two hands on one wrist, find the weak point. It didn’t matter. His grip was 
like stone. 

Broken sounds spilled from the thing’s lips, and this time Aditi caught only one word: “Hungry.” 
The tussle with the Amulet Keeper had taken something out of him. He needed to feed. 

Aditi glared up at the man. He was disfigured by both death and afterlife, but she recognized him 
just the same. “I know you,” she said, and then spat in his face. 

If he reaches up to wipe it away, she thought, maybe I can slip free. 

He didn’t. 

His powerful hands dug into her shoulders as he opened his mouth wide and showed her 
oblivion. The world went cold, and the last thing she saw as her eyes turned white and her lips edged 
past purple was her very self, slipping away. 


H+ 


Alex’s head was throbbing as they rode the train back to the Campbell. Using the amulet had always 
left him with headaches, and they seemed to be getting worse the better he got with the thing. He 
turned things over in his aching head as best he could. One grave robbed of gold, another containing 
Egyptian jars, and a Death Walker in ... what, exactly? He wasn’t entirely sure what was under all 
that filth, but he thought it might be ... khaki? He pictured the man’s face: damaged but pale. Replayed 
his words: ragged and torn but English. But how could a Death Walker — revived by the Lost Spells 
of ancient Egypt — be English? 

He turned his tender head toward Ren. If anyone could piece this together ... But he could see 
right away that she wasn’t up for a debriefing. Shivering slightly in the seat next to him, she looked 
small and fragile. 

She saw him looking. “I feel so ... hollow,” she said. She opened her mouth to clarify but 


couldn’t find the words. She gazed down at the train floor, as if she might have dropped them there. 

All Alex could do was nod. He knew exactly what she meant. He knew the ache in her heart and 
the dog-just-died feeling in her gut. He knew it well. His soul had slipped away before, after all. 
They rode on in heavy silence. 

By the time they reached the Campbell Collection, his headache was a full-blown migraine. 
Somers was behind the front desk, and he had a single message to relay: “Aditi’s looking for you. You 
are both in trouble.” 

They knew that already. There was a Death Walker in town. The two slunk upstairs, past a 
handful of late-day browsers. Alex rifled through his stuff for his bottle of headache pills, took two 
too many, and collapsed onto his bed. 

The pressure inside his skull was unbearable. He edged toward unconsciousness, and hoped for 
it. Ren called through the wall, something about messages. She’d plugged in her phone. 

Alex didn’t answer. He’d begun the day in a dark mood. He would end it in darkness. 
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Fight 


Alex slept straight through the evening and through most of the night, too. But after loading up at 
the drinking fountain before bed, he woke up with a pressing need around four a.m. All that remained 
of his headache was a fuzzy, unfocused feeling and a dull ache in one temple. His main problem now: 
The museum’s restrooms were all the way down on the second floor. He eyed the chamber pot on his 
way out of the room, but he still had his pride. 

He stumbled blearily down the dark stairwell. 

He couldn’t tell if his amulet felt a little hot as he passed the third floor or if he’d just been 
sleeping on it again. He reached his destination and pushed through the men’s room door. He looked 
like death in the mirror under the fluorescent lights. 

Flush with success, he headed back up the stairs. But he was more awake now — and the amulet 
did feel hot. Halfway up the last flight of stairs, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He wasn’t 
alone. 

Had they been followed? 

A noise behind him. 

He fumbled for his amulet and swung around, nearly falling. 

But it was too late ... The cat had already brushed past him, tattered linen against flannel 
pajama. The little mummy looked back ever so slightly as she continued up the stairs, and Alex caught 
a glimpse of one glowing green eye. 

He clutched the railing and tried to catch his breath. “Ah ... you scared ... you little ...” 


He saw her again a few minutes later, already curled up outside Ren’s door. Is she asleep? he 
wondered as he carefully stepped over her. Hasn t she been doing that for, like, four thousand 
years? 

He closed his door, mildly creeped out but reassured by the thing’s utter lack of interest in him. 
A door to the afterlife had opened when his mom used the Lost Spells. He was just glad that not 
everything that slipped out was trying to kill him. He fell back to sleep and woke up again a little 
after six a.m. He unplugged his phone and saw all the missed calls and unanswered texts Aditi had 
left the day before, laced with ones from Luke. They both wanted to know where he was. It was too 
early to call Aditi back, but he bit the bullet and answered the last of her texts. 

He sat up and looked out the window. His head felt clear, the tenderness gone. He turned and 
looked at the mint-green wall. Ren was on the other side. His stone-cold amulet told him that the 
mummy cat had faded along with the darkness. 

He wanted to wake Ren up and get an early start on things. The way he saw it, they'd already 
wasted an entire night. But nothing would be open yet, and he had a vague sense that maybe he hadn’t 
been the greatest to her yesterday. He lowered his head to his pillow and let her sleep. 

He passed the time turning over the new information they’d gained at the cemetery. By the time 
he heard a faint stirring through the wall, it was almost nine. His patience had run out and he was 
once again anxious to get started. Plus, it was almost time for Dr. Aditi to pick them up. But the sound 
faded quickly. 

He raised his hand, hesitated for just a moment ... and knocked. 

Come on, he was thinking. We ’ve got to get going! Yeah, yesterday was rough — but that was 
yesterday. 

No response. He knocked again. 

“WHAT?” called Ren. 

Alex heard the edge in her voice, but he pushed past it. This was too important. “Time to get 
going!” he called. 

Ren didn’t answer, but he heard her thumping around loudly in her room. One shoe dropped, and 
then the other. He was already dressed, so he got up and walked toward his door. “Meet you in the 
hallway,” he said. 

He double-checked that the cat was gone and then took up the same post outside her door. He 
had to wait for a while, but eventually the door opened. 

“Uh, you look awful,” he said. 

“Thanks,” said Ren. She ran a hand through her rumpled hair, but that wasn’t the problem. Her 
eyes were glassy, her lips still a little too dark ... 

“I feel kinda drained,” she admitted. “So sleepy.” 

“We’re already late!” 

Ren’s glassy eyes went wide. “Dr. Aditi!” she said. “What time is it?” 

“Almost nine thirty!” 


The plan was for Aditi to pick them up a little before nine each day, on her way to the museum. 
They rushed down to the curb, waving at Somers, who was looking a little sleep-rumpled himself. 
They pushed through the front doors and into the first truly, cloudlessly sunny day since their arrival. 
The light hurt Alex’s eyes and he blinked against it as he scanned the pavement. 

But the little lot was empty except for Somers’s old green shoe box of a car. 

“Not here,” said Ren. 

“We really are in trouble,” said Alex. 


—+-—}---++-$ 


Ren could see Alex getting antsy again as they waited by the curb, scanning the street for familiar 
cars. He’d nearly gotten her killed, and all he’d had to say about it so far was “you look awful” and 
“you're late.” 

“Hey,” he said. “What did the Walker’s outfit look like to you?” 

“His outfit?” said Ren sleepily. 

“Yeah, like, what material?” 

She closed her eyes and tried to remember an image she’d been trying to forget. “I don’t know 
what material it was,” she said finally, “but it had buttons.” 

“Yeah!” said Alex, loud enough to startle her. “They didn’t button their clothing in ancient 
Egypt. 

“You don’t have to shout. We’re the only ones here.” 

He looked at her blankly and continued. “So this one’s not Egyptian, and not as old. Like, I don’t 
know how old, but definitely in the button age.” 

Alex was talking fast, rolling over Ren’s groggy mind. 
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“He wasn’t exactly young,” she mumbled. 

“What?” 

As out of it as she was, she still didn’t want to sound stupid. She searched her sleepy brain for 
something smart. “But no one makes mummies anymore,” she managed. She could still picture the 
Stung Man rising from his ancient sarcophagus, and later, once he’d replaced his wrappings with 
robes. 

Alex just shrugged. “People aren’t supposed to be filling English crypts with provisions for the 
afterlife, either,” he said. “That must’ ve been what he was there for: going back for seconds.” 

But then something did occur to Ren, something smart. She pictured the hand in the newspaper 
photo, covered in fresh linen. “If this Walker was newer, maybe they ... I mean, maybe someone is 
still ... like ...”” She paused to piece the thought together, but Alex had run out of patience. 

“Where is she?” he blurted, turning to scan the road again. 

Ren exhaled loudly. She was annoyed at being cut off, but it was more than that. She still felt so 
tired. It wasn’t that she hadn’t gotten enough sleep. She’d basically passed out as soon as she hit the 


bed. It was something else. She felt beaten up, hollowed out. 

“I think I —” she began, but once again, Alex cut her off. 

“We’re wasting time,” he said. There was no question who would keep talking, so Ren let him. 
“We’ll just do it on our own until we hear from her.” 

“Yeah, cause that worked so well yesterday,” she said. 

Alex rolled on. “She’s mad at us. She’s probably out searching right now.” 

Ren doubted that. “She’ll call soon,” she said. “She left, like, a million messages yesterday. We 
just have to wait.” 

“We’ve waited too much already!” Alex sputtered, a fleck of saliva making it all the way to 
Ren’s cheek. “What we need now is information. We need to find out who was in that tomb, for one. 
Really old info — the kind of stuff that won’t be online. We need, like, a big library. Is there one in 
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“The British Library is one of the biggest in the world, Alex. How do you not know that?” 

Finally, he looked over. Really looked. “What’s your problem, Ren?” he said. 

“Whats my problem?” she said. “Where do I start? Did you even see what happened to us 
yesterday? What that thing did?” 

“I saved you!” he protested. 

“Saved me? You dragged me there — you served me up!” 

“I was looking for information,” he said. “I thought you could appreciate that.” 

Ren felt the dam burst within her. “Yeah, well, we got plenty of that. And we were free. Gone. 
We were on the path, headed down, and you had to STOP! Why? So stupid! ‘Where's my mom?’ ” She 
imitated his voice, made it whiny. “Really? You couldn’t understand that thing if it told you!” 

For a moment, she saw the words hit home. Then his eyes narrowed into slits. “I’m sorry if Pm 
not afraid to take chances,” he spat. “7 don’t need to be perfect all the time. / don’t need to know all 
the answers first.” 

“What do you —” she began, but she knew what he meant. Boy, did she. 

Alex smirked, as if he’d proven something, as if he’d won. “We need to get going,” he said 
firmly. 

“We need to wait for Dr. Aditi!” said Ren. Now she was the one shouting. “Because your 
‘chances’ are going to get us killed. And you know what 7 need?” She looked up at the sunny sky, the 
first really nice day since they’d arrived. “I need a break! From you, from this, from everything. I am 
tired, Alex ... No,” she corrected herself. “I am drained.” 

Alex stared at her, bug-eyed. “What do you want to —” 

“I am going to go see the Rembrandts in the National Gallery. P’ ve always wanted to do that.” 

Rembrandt was Ren’s favorite painter, an Old Master of dark, lush portraits. 

“But you can see those at the Met,” said Alex. 

“No! I can’t! Because I am not in New York anymore, Alex. I’m in London! To help you, not that 
you ve noticed.” 


Alex looked away. “You’re homesick,” he said. “You’re scared.” 

The disappointment in his voice stung Ren, and for just a brief, dark moment, she dug down deep 
in her mind, looking for something sharp to wound him with. At least I have parents at home to miss 
flashed up like a monster from the deep, but she didn’t say it. She took a deep breath. 

“I am going to the National Gallery to look at the paintings and wait for Dr. Aditi to call,” she 
said. She started down the sidewalk, pulling her guidebook from her messenger bag. “Have fun at the 
library.” 
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Library Leads 


Fine, thought Alex. Fine. 

They could leave him alone, completely abandon him, if they wanted. Ren could go to a freaking 
gallery; Aditi could cut him out of her search. He’d done this before. He remembered the long spring 
days after he’d been pulled out of school. Sitting in his mom’s office while she worked and Ren was 
in school, picking at his homeschool work like eating cold oatmeal. And he remembered the days in 
the hospital before that, waiting for his mom. Or anyone. So many days alone, and always waiting for 
someone. 

Not anymore, he told himself. Now it was his mom who was alone. Now she was waiting for 
him — at least he hoped and prayed that she was. He felt sure that she was alive. But how do I know? 
What if ... Alex shook his head hard, and his fast walk turned into almost a jog. 

Soon, the massive British Library loomed before him. He was stunned by its size, and a jolt of 
hope shot through him. Maybe the answers he needed were in there ... He needed information on 
Egyptian Avenue. That seemed like a good place to start, but he knew what he was really looking for 
were potential Death Walkers: bad British dudes with some strong connection to Egypt ... 

Inside, the building was cool and clean and absolutely massive. Alex took a quick breath and got 
to it. It reminded him of the days he used to tag along with his mom to the main branch of the New 
York Public Library. This one was much larger and infinitely more British, but it contained the same 
mix of serious scholars, stressed students, gawking tourists, and the occasional crazy. Some books he 
could pluck from the shelves himself, and some he had to ask for. 


An hour later, he was seated in a reading room on the third floor, in between the maps collection 
and Asian and African Studies. He had a heavy stack of old books on his desk and a thin layer of 
sweat on his forehead. He began with Highgate. He needed to figure out who was in that tomb: why 
the Walker had robbed it in the first place, and why he’d go back. His eyes glazed like doughnuts as 
he hit plenty of history in two newer books, but no mention of an unmarked vault. He skeptically 
picked up a very old, wafer-thin volume called A Stroll Down Egyptian Avenue. 

The detailed description of the place sent a shiver through Alex. He remembered walking that 
same shadowy path — and what had waited at the end. And then: “As I walked on, I came upon the 
unnamed vault and spared a thought for the notorious archaeologist within ...” Alex held his breath, 
but the book’s author spared only a thought, not a name. 

An archaeologist, thought Alex. He glanced at the heavy stack of books in front of him, sighed, 
and went to get a whole new stack. He knew more or less what he was looking for: a “notorious” 
British archaeologist who’d died between 1839, when Highgate opened, and 1904, when the old 
book was written. He still wished his mom was there to ask all the right questions at the information 
desk. My mom, he thought, or Ren. 
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A Brush with Danger 


Ren’s head swam as she took a seat in front of a large painting, the old canvas thick and dark 
with layers of oil paint. Though she’d never seen it before, the painting was immediately familiar to 
her. It was by Rembrandt van Rijn, the Dutch painter whose work filled her favorite room back home 
at the Met. She followed the patterns in the paint slowly, allowing the faces and shapes they formed to 
come to her as if emerging froma lake. 

She felt a knot loosen somewhere inside her. She could almost imagine she was back at the Met, 
waiting for her dad to finish work. Almost. But other images shouldered their way in. She reached a 
dark corner of the canvas, and instead of seeing the shadows of a long-ago room, she spied the open 
mouth of a monster. She shivered deep down but didn’t look away. 

She felt like she saw the impossible almost every day now. On a good day, it was a dead cat 
trying to get free. On a bad day, it was a dead man trying to suck out her soul ... She felt like a visitor 
in her own world. Her facts, her lists: What good did they do when anything could be true? She 
pushed on, out of the corner of the canvas and back up. She found a face, the little brush of color on 
the cheek, and ever so slightly, she smiled. 

And that’s when she understood why she was there, in that room, instead of at the British 
Library. Yes, Alex was being selfish, but that wasn’t it. She really was drained, and it wasn’t her 
body that needed recharging. It wasn’t her brain, either. She pulled her gaze back and took in the 
whole painting at once. It was beautiful. 

No, it was her soul. She didn’t understand how that was possible, either, but she knew this: It 


had nearly been torn from her, and now it needed to heal. 

“Hey, Ren,” she heard as someone sat down next to her. 

She turned. “Oh, hey, Luke,” she said, not quite managing to keep the surprise out of her voice. 

“Hey,” he said. “S’up?” 

“Uh, not much?” said Ren. “Just checking out the paintings.” 

“Right, right,” said Luke. “ ’Cause it’s a gallery. Me too.” 

Ren didn’t want to be rude, but ... “Really?” she said. Luke was dressed as if a basketball game 
might break out at any moment. “Doesn’t, uh, doesn’t really seem like your thing.” 

“Oh, it’s not, but the camp makes us,” he said. “We have to ‘tackle’ cultural tasks. It’s supposed 
to increase our mental sharpness or something. Pd like to tackle whoever came up with the idea 
before I die of boredom.” 

“Right,” said Ren, picturing a small army of young jocks in knee-length shorts snickering at 
naked sculptures. 

“Who painted this thing?” said Luke, nodding at the Rembrandt. 

“You're kidding, right?” 

The look on his face, as blank as the day is long, told her he wasn’t. She sighed. “It’s a 
Rembrandt.” 

Luke unfolded a piece of paper and took a small pen from his shorts. He scanned the paper but 
put the pen away without making a mark. “Oh, man,” he said. “Already have that one.” 

“Bummer,” said Ren, immediately regretting her sarcasm. Luke had saved her at the airport. 

“Yeah,” said Luke ruefully. “Say, where’s A-Dawg at? Little twerp’s not answering my 
messages.” 

“His battery died,” she said, which was true enough. 

Luke nodded. “So where’s he at?” 

Ren considered the question — and how much she should tell Luke. “Reading,” she said. That 
also seemed true enough. 

Luke looked at her carefully. Does he know I’m ducking the question? Most of the time she 
thought Luke was as dumb as a rock, but sometimes she wasn’t so sure ... “Like for his ‘internship’?” 
he said. 

The way he said it didn’t ease her suspicions, but a moment later he was standing up and 
heading out of the room. “There are more of these Rembrandts two floors down.” 

“Thanks,” she said, taking one last look and standing up herself. 

“Tell my cuz to call me, okay?” said Luke. “Laterz!” 

“Bye,” said Ren, but he was already gone. He had paintings to cross off his list. 

Ren checked her map. “Two floors down” ... There was a level “—2” in the Sainsbury Wing — 
and it had “temporary exhibits.” That must be it, she thought. 

She reached the bottom of the stairs and found a guard. “Excuse me,” she said, “I’m looking for 
the Rembrandts?” 


“Ah, right, the special exhibit,” he said. “Far corner, last room.” 

He pointed the way. She thanked him and walked on, a spring in her step for the first time in dog 
years. 

She walked directly to the far corner, last room. Looking straight ahead, she didn’t notice that the 
guard from the stairs was following her. 

She entered the room like a summer breeze, light and warm. She looked around. She was the 
only one there, no people and no Rembrandts. These paintings were much earlier and entirely too 
English. She checked her map. The glass door swung shut behind her. 

“Ello again,” she heard. 

The summer breeze turned to an arctic chill. She’d been so careful. Staying out of sight, blending 
in on the city’s crowded sidewalks. But in this museum, feeling better for just a moment, she’d let her 
guard down. And now, she would pay for it. 

She looked up and saw the thug from the airport: Liam, the van man. Behind him, through the 
closed glass door, she saw the guard from the stairs, taking up a post outside the room. So stupid, she 
thought. 

“What do you want?” she said, stalling for time as her hand found her pocket. 

“Nuffin’ really,” said Liam, a wicked grin lifting his thick lips. “No fuss. Jus’ come wiv us.” 

Us? thought Ren. How many of them are there? 

She ripped her phone free as she turned and ran. There was nowhere to go, no other exit, but she 
put the room’s one bench in between her and the towering thug. As she shifted her weight from left to 
right, trying to guess which side he’d attack from, her shaking fingers fumbled across the screen. She 
managed to open her text messages. Liam had taken something from his pocket, too: a syringe. 

Horse tranquilizer. It had nearly killed a guard twice her size. Liam took two quick steps and 
lunged. He stabbed out with the syringe as she punched her finger at the edge of the screen: Send! No 
bars down here. But maybe it would still — 

“Aaaah!” she screamed as the point of the needle raked across her left arm. A long, deep scratch 
— but had any of the tranquilizer gotten in? She ran around the right of the bench as Liam ran around 
the left. He was still behind it as she shot back across the room toward the door. 

“Stop ’er!” he roared. 

The guard turned around in time to see Ren throwing her whole body, messenger bag first, into 
the door. The thick safety glass smacked him in the face, and she squeezed out the small gap as Liam 
thundered up behind her. 

The next room was empty, too, but she could see the exit at the far end. Desperate for escape, 
pulse pounding in her ears, she ran. Two steps, three — and she was yanked back. The guard had 
recovered in time to grab the strap of her messenger bag. He reeled her in like a wriggling trout as the 
drop of tranquilizer began to take effect and her vision began to blur. 
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Dark Discoveries 


Alex was in a small basement reading room at the tail end of a search for one thick out-of-print 
book. He opened Major British Archaeologists of the Nineteenth Century and flipped to the index at 
the back. First things first, he thought. What made an archaeologist notorious in the nineteenth 
century? 

He knew the answer immediately: It was a touchy subject in the museum world. He flipped to 
the 7°s: “tomb raiding.” Early on, he knew, it had been a free-for-all, with European powers openly 
plundering Egyptian tombs. Even Napoleon had gotten into the act. But this book covered a time that 
included the first rules, too, the first laws and restrictions. He scanned down the long list of page 
numbers for tomb raiding ... Clearly not everyone was following the rules. 

As he eyeballed the entries and wondered where to start, something occurred to him. Not even a 
thought yet, just an itch in his brain, a feeling that he was missing something. His mind flashed back to 
Highgate: the broken lid of the grave, the broken door of the crypt. Robbed, he thought. Raided. 

The thought took shape: Was he on the trail of the crypt owner, or the Death Walker? He 
remembered his original goal: a bad British dude with a strong connection to Egypt ... Sounded a 
lot like a notorious archaeologist to him. 

He flipped to the M’s. There were dozens of entries for “mummies” ... But only one for 
“mummified.” It took him to Chapter 17, devoted entirely to one man: 

“Discharged from the military for his habit of torturing prisoners, Captain Winfred Willoughby 
began a second career. He called himself a ‘gentleman archaeologist’ but was, by all accounts, a 


professional tomb raider. This too ended when he fled Egypt while awaiting trial for multiple counts 
of theft and the murder of a rival archaeologist and two young diggers ...” 

Yeah, thought Alex, thats a bad British dude, all right. 

He skipped down the page: 

“Seeking to ensure his own ‘immortality,’ Willoughby set aside a large sum in his will to have 
his body mummified. With no experienced practitioners available, however, the procedure was 
botched. According to contemporary accounts, the ceremonial washing was skipped, and while the 
other five steps were attempted” — Alex ran through them in his head: removing the organs, drying 
the body with salts, packing it with more salts, sealing it with resin, and wrapping it all up — “the 
hired help barely knew which end to hold the de-braining hook by ...” 

Alex paused to turn the page, his head abuzz: a botched mummy, a mummy made by amateurs ... 
He remembered the Walker’s ravaged voice and mottled skin. He read the last few lines: 

“The mummification was such a scandal at the time that the cemetery where he was interred 
refused to list Willoughby’s name on his crypt.” 

A crude early photo filled the rest of the page, blurry black-and-white. The subject looked 
smaller and less impressive than the figure they’d encountered at Highgate. His shoulders were 
slighter, his chest less broad, but the face and even the outfit left no doubt. 

No one broke into that mausoleum. 

Willoughby broke out. 

Alex snapped the book shut, and two names floated through his thunderstruck mind: that of his 
new enemy and that of his best friend. 

I’ve got to tell Ren, he thought as he took the stairs two at a time. He was eager to see the sun 
after his dark discoveries, and ready to make amends. He pictured her face lighting up as he relayed 
the info. 

Midway up the stairs, reception returned and his phone began buzzing with missed messages. 
Aditi, he thought. Now I’m going to get it. He glanced down at the screen as he reached the top of the 
stairs. He was half-right: Someone was in trouble. He nearly ran face-first into the door as he read 
Ren’s message: 


bAsement nat gallery cornerd VAN MANI HELP 


His heart sank as his pulse soared. He raced toward the exit. He wasn’t even going to read the 
second text — the latest from Luke — but the first line was already visible on the screen: 


Just saw R at galory. Where u at playa ... 


Alex swiped back to Ren’s message and nearly put his finger through the screen as he punched 


her name to call her. He went through the front door of the library as his call went to voice mail. 

He asked the first three people he saw how to get to the National Gallery. The third guy knew: 
He had to take the Northern Line again, heading south this time. Alex burned with impatience as he 
listened. Van Man — Liam — could already have her. He wished he was there already, and suddenly 
he realized he knew someone who was. “Saw R at galory.”’ 

As he sprinted across the street toward Euston station, he punched his phone again. The time had 
come to return his cousin’s messages. The Order had its muscle. The friends needed some of their 
own. 

It was a quick, urgent phone call. With someone else, Alex might have had to convince him that 
the danger was real. But Luke had already seen Liam in action. His last words before Alex lost signal 
in the station: “I’m on it!” 

The train took minutes but felt like hours. When it finally pulled into Charing Cross, Alex burst 
through the door and broke free ahead of the pack like a racehorse. He dodged fast cars and slow 
walkers and flew into the grand old building that housed the National Gallery. The first guards 
protested his pace — “Slow down there!” — but it wasn’t until the fourth guard that he ran into real 
trouble. The man was standing at the top of the stairwell, and Alex recognized his face from the 
airport. 

Alex grasped his amulet as they raced toward each other. Half a dozen museumgoers turned to 
watch. From their vantage point behind the action, it looked like the boy had pushed the guard with 
incredible force, sending him tumbling down the stairs. Only the “guard” had a clear view of what 
had really happened. The force had come from the boy’s hand, all right, but he had never touched him. 

Alex charged down the stairs, hopping over the tumbling thug and leaving him lying on the 
landing. But when he reached the bottom of the stairs, he found himself in a battleground. Ren was 
lying on the floor, eyes closed and hands tied. Liam was kneeling next to her, wearing her messenger 
bag over his shoulder and wrapping her bound wrists with a scarf. Luke was backed into a corner 
facing two more thugs, one wearing a guard’s uniform. 

“Bout time, cuz!” Luke called. He was standing in a wide stance with his arms out and his 
palms up, like an NFL lineman. He was cornered, but neither of the thugs seemed too eager to rush in 
on him. Alex could only imagine the tackles and turns his cousin had used to stall them so far. 

Liam followed Luke’s eyes and spun around. He didn’t seem particularly surprised to see Alex. 
“Look ’ooz ’ere!” bellowed the big man. 

Alex gritted his teeth and squeezed down hard on his amulet. The wind that comes before the 
rain, he thought as he raised his free hand. He squeezed his fingers into a sharp point and corrected 
himself. The wind that comes before the pain. 

A lance of concentrated air caught Liam directly under his chin, sending him reeling backward. 
As the other thugs turned and shifted to get out of the way, Luke Quicksilvered out between them. 
Without slowing down, he lowered his shoulder and crashed into the back of Liam’s legs, sending the 
big man toppling over him and onto the floor. 


“How’d you do that?” said Luke, a look of sheer bafflement on his flushed face. “It looked like 
you just, like, pointed at him.” 

Alex glanced down at the scarab. /’// have to tell him, he thought. But it would have to wait. 
“Behind you!” called Alex. 

The other thugs were scrambling over their lardy leader as Liam rubbed his head and tried to 
right himself. Luke darted to the right and then quickly cut back to the left, leaving the closest bruiser 
grasping at air. 

The thugs switched targets and rushed toward Alex. He couldn’t knock them both down at once 
with his wind power. His eyes sought out the biggest, heaviest object in the room. Unfortunately for 
Liam, that was him. Alex didn’t know if he could hoist that much weight, but as the thugs raced 
toward him, they also raced toward Ren. She was defenseless on the floor, and the thought that they 
would kick into her filled him with rage — and power. 

As Liam rose onto one knee, his body jerked violently off the floor and spun toward the other 
two men. His big frame caught them at shoulder level and all three landed in a heap on the cold tile 
floor, grunting from pain and surprise. 

“All right, seriously, what was that?” said Luke, rushing up to join Alex. “There’s no way that 
big dude could jump like that.” 

They both instinctively took up a defensive position over Ren’s limp body. 

“Get the one wiv da trinket!” shouted Liam, climbing back to his feet. “ ’E’s the one we really 
want. Cut ’is bleedin’ ’ands off if ya need to!” 

Alex heard a pair of mechanical shnikks as the two thugs rose from the floor with switchblades 
in their hands. The sharp steel caught the white museum light. 

Seven or eight museumgoers had come down the stairs to see what all the shouting was about. 
“They’ ve got knives!” one of them shouted, and a real museum guard came running up. 

Liam surveyed the growing crowd witha snarl of disdain. He glanced down at Ren. Alex caught 
his gaze and gave hima look of his own: Don t even think about it. 

“You ain’t seen the last of us, boys!” called Liam. 

The thugs bolted toward the stairs. The tourists shrieked and parted to let the knife-wielding 
goons pass. The lone guard made a valiant attempt at doing his duty, but Liam dismissed him with one 
powerful punch to the gut. 

“My bag...” 

The voice was weak but welcome. Ren was awake. She raised her head off the floor and 
squinted up toward the stairs as her would-be kidnappers disappeared from view. By the time Alex 
could take hold of his amulet again, the familiar olive green messenger bag had already been carried 
off on Liam’s shoulder. 

“Sorry,” Alex said, looking down at his bleary-eyed friend. “I am so, so sorry.” 

They both knew he wasn’t just talking about the bag. 


(II 
il 


Aftermath 


They were a strange sight, the three of them. Alex walked on one side of Ren, bending down to 
support her. Luke walked on the other side, bending down even farther, since he was taller than both 
of them. Ren, for her part, had the look of a sleepwalker: her eyes just cracked open and her steps 
unsure. 

From the steps of the gallery, a guard called out to them to come back and wait for the police, 
but he quickly lost sight of them in the shifting throng of the midday metropolis. Fellow pedestrians 
eyed them suspiciously. But soon they were back in the relative safety of the good old Northern Line. 
Once the train doors closed behind them, Ren became just another sleepy kid, jet-lagged perhaps. 

Luke leaned across her to talk to Alex: “Why didn’t we wait for the cops?” 

Alex shushed him as a few nearby heads turned. Luke was surprised by the shushing, and Alex 
was stumped by the question. How could he explain this to his cousin? Where would he even start: 
the powerful death cult for whom the police were no obstacle, or the full story, ancient spells and all, 
that would land them all in a mental institution? He glanced down at the spot where his amulet rested 
beneath his shirt. 

“What is that thing?” Luke whispered. “There’s no way those guys were just throwing 
themselves around. You did that, right? With that bug thing?” 

Alex gave Luke a look: Not now! 

“Well, at least tell me where we’re going,” he said, leaning back. 

‘Servants’ quarters,” mumbled Ren from the seat between them. 


The three shaken friends settled back — into their seats, and into their thoughts. Alex’s were 
dark, as usual, but also unusually clear. His grim mood and obsessive behavior had driven his best 
friend away — and alone, she was easy prey. The thought that she could have suffered the same fate 
as his mom — kidnapped, taken from him — had rocked him to his core. As the train rumbled toward 
its destination, he stewed in a mix of guilt at himself, anger at The Order, and gratitude for Ren’s 
safety — and Luke’s help. 

He glanced over at his cousin, who looked troubled, too. Luke caught his cousin’s eyes and 
whispered one last word to him, very clearly: “Knives.” Alex nodded, but Luke had already looked 
away. Once again, he had taken running into the thugs in stride — literally — but the fact that they 
were armed this time had clearly caught him off guard. Luke wasn’t used to the rules changing mid- 
game. 

Ren sat silently, sleepily between them. If she was still angry at Alex, she didn’t show it. In fact, 
as the train jounced and jostled along, he felt her lean against him for support. The needle-torn sleeve 
of her injured shoulder felt rough against his arm. He understood her instinctively, the way that best 
friends do sometimes: We’re both hurting. It’s okay. 

The train reached their stop, and the three disembarked. Enveloped by the anonymous chatter of 
the crowd, they could speak more freely now. And Luke had something to say. “I don’t know what you 
two are up to,” he announced, “but it’s more exciting than this camp. And no one at the camp has tried 
to stab me, either. I want payback. I want in.” 

Alex and Ren exchanged quick glances. No need for discussion. Luke wanted in? After what 
he’d just seen? After saving their bacon for a second time? They just nodded. He was in already. 

On the way back they stopped at a Tesco — a British chain that fell somewhere between 
supermarket and 7-Eleven — and loaded up on food and snacks. Mostly snacks. Then they walked 
into the little parking lot of the Campbell Collection. 

“Home again, home again,” said Alex. 

Ren removed a Cadbury chocolate bar from the plastic bag, the last wisps of fog lifting from her 


eyes. “Jiggety-jog,” she answered. 


On the other end of town, Liam was about to learn that when you work for a death cult, failure has its 
consequences. 

“Where ya takin’ me, then?” he asked, nervously eyeing the dark tunnel walls around him. Cut at 
a steep downward angle, the dirt and rock and clay didn’t feel very secure. He wasn’t feeling very 
secure, either. 

Still no answer from his guide. He risked a quick glance over, but the man’s expression was 
hidden under a heavy iron mask in the shape of a crocodile head, like a knight’s visored helmet gone 
wild. 


“What’s your name again?” he asked nervously. He knew the man beneath the mask was 
powerful and dangerous, but the subterranean silence was driving him batty. He wanted to hear a 
voice other than his own. 

“Ta-mesah.” The word came out in a low, reptilian hiss that sent a chill through Liam’s system. 

“Tommy what?” he said. 

The other man looked over at him, leveling the sinister snout of the mask in his direction. Liam 
could just make out two small, dark eyes. “Ta-MESAH!” the man repeated. 

Liam still didn’t understand but nodded anyway. 

The tunnel led steadily down into the dark English dirt. Liam looked up at the roof of the tunnel, 
where an uneven stripe down the center gave off a greenish-white glow, providing the only light. 
Must be one of those funguses, he thought. The kind what glow in the dark. He’d seen something 
about them on the BBC. 

More nervous the deeper they went, Liam continued his questions. ““Where ya takin’ me?” 

Ta-mesah was silent for a few more steps and then: “There’s someone Pd like you to meet.” 

Liam wondered who on earth that might be. He’d already been told — they all had — that the 
man in the mask was in charge. The tunnel opened up into a larger chamber, and Ta-mesah slowed 
down half a step to allow him to enter first. Liam stepped inside. 

A very large man stood behind a stone slab near the back of the room, regarding Liam with 
black, lightless eyes. 

Liam felt a gut-punch of fear and confusion at the sight, but he did his best to collect himself. 
“You, uh, wanted ta see me?” 

The looming figure croaked out a ragged response. Liam didn’t understand a word of it, but his 
masked guide seemed to. 

“Another minion for you,” said Ta-mesah. 

Minion? thought Liam. 

The sleeve of the man’s filthy shirt was rolled up, and he was pushing through an array of sharp 
metal tools on a tray in front of him. The implements clinked against each other as Willoughby made 
his selection. He raised a thin bronze probe, as long as a forearm and tipped with a small, sharp hook. 
Unlike the clods who’d prepared him, Willoughby knew which end to hold the thing by. He looked at 
Liam ... and smiled. 

“Right, then,” said Liam, more to himself than to the two men he was now sure meant to kill him. 
He’d been a loyal employee, if not an especially effective one, and The Order had paid him well. But 
there comes a point when even a company man needs to declare free agency. 

He turned quickly on the heel of his boot — always fast for his size — and made for the tunnel. 

Ta-mesah casually raised his right hand from beneath his long dark robe and brought it back 
down — just a quick flick of the wrist. 

At the mouth of the tunnel, Liam felt his body lift off the ground, his feet kicking out from 
underneath him. He could only flap his arms helplessly as he was slammed back down. The back of 


his head crashed into the hard-packed dirt and knocked him out cold. 

A small boy wearing clothes nearly as dirty as his master’s emerged from the tunnel. 

“Why is the little one alive?” said Ta-mesah as he stepped aside to let the child pass. 

Willoughby put down the hook and waggled his thick, sausage-like fingers. Ta-mesah 
understood: Mummification was an intricate process. It required nimble fingers. 

A crude figure shambled in after the boy and began dragging Liam’s limp body toward the stone 
slab. The creature stooped and pulled against the big man’s weight, its fresh, tight wrappings straining 
and fraying from the effort. A second figure joined it, and together they lifted the body onto the cold 
stone slab. 

Ta-mesah assessed the creatures’ decidedly non-nimble movements. They lose something after 
death, he thought. 

The boy took up his post — his eyes haunted, his movements mechanical — and handed 
Willoughby his hook. 

Far overhead, back above the surface and another few thousand feet up besides, strange clouds 
grew thicker and began to turn as Willoughby moved on to the next steps. The sky above opened up. 

Ta-mesah watched the mummification with a detached, vaguely academic interest. He’d already 
known what had become of London’s missing. Now, as the scent of the red rain filtered down into the 
murky air of the tomb, he understood what triggered that, too. He was more familiar than most with 
the ancient proverb: blood for blood. 

It meant little to him. He’d been sent here to aid the Walker, and he had done so. But he had no 
doubt who he was really serving. 

Let the Englishman have his crude toys, he thought. Soon we will have true immortality, and 
the power that comes with it. 


A 


Breaking News 


The three friends were huddled together in Alex’s room. They were staring at the headline on the 
screen of Ren’s laptop: “The Dr Is Out.” 

Aditi was gone. Alex scanned the story quickly. “Last seen leaving the British Museum after a 
day of emergency meetings ... Observed talking on a cell phone, the records to which have not been 
recovered.” 

He knew why. It was disposable. Todtman had used one in New York, too, to keep their secret 
mission off his own phone. 

“Was she talking?” he said, thinking out loud. “Or leaving us messages?” 

Alex looked back at the screen, at the picture of Aditi, smiling just slightly beneath the tacky 
tabloid headline. All this time he’d thought they were in trouble, when really it was her. He 
remembered the argument in her office, how his impatience had brought out the worst in him again. 
More guilt, more fuel for his dark fire. 

“Do you think, like, this cult got her?” said Luke. “ ‘The Order,’ ” he added, making the air 
quotes with his fingers. 

“I almost hope so,” said Alex. Because there was another possibility, one they hadn’t told Luke 
about yet. He remembered the gray shadow slipping from his body, the open mouth of the Walker. 

“I can’t look at this anymore,” said Ren, getting to her feet. 

Alex looked at her: Was she remembering the same thing, seeing her own soul torn from its 
moorings? Or, adrenaline used up, had the tranquilizer finally caught up with her? He tried to 


make eye contact with her, to get an idea of what she was thinking, but she was already heading 
toward the door. 

“You can keep my computer for now,” she said as she exited. 

Alex watched his door close and a moment later heard her door open. He turned back to find his 
cousin looking directly at him. 

“All right, cuz,” said Luke, “I’m not as smart as you, and I’m definitely not as smart as her, but 
I’m smart enough to know there’s something you two aren’t telling me.” 

Alex nodded. He’d already decided to let Luke know what was going on and had barely 
bothered to hide it when he’d pulled Ren aside to tell her about Willoughby. There’d be no more 
keeping Luke in the dark — he’d seen so much already. 

Alex took a deep breath. “Some of this is going to sound pretty crazy, and it might be kind of 
hard to believe,” he began. He carefully pulled the amulet from under his shirt and closed his left 
hand around it. “So first I want you to watch something.” 

And there, in the tiny room, Alex put ona little show. It was nothing much. He was still nursing a 
headache from the fight. He stacked some books, closed the window, flicked the light on and off, all 
with the wave of a hand. When he was done, Luke’s eyes were wide with wonder. 

Alex told him everything. Well, almost everything. For some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to 
tell his cousin how it had all started: with him lying on life support and his mom unfurling the Lost 
Spells in his hospital room. He couldn’t bring himself to admit that one simple fact: that all of this — 
everything that had happened in New York and London and Cairo and around the world — was 
because of him. 

When he was done, Luke looked down at the floor and then back at the story still filling the 
laptop screen. Finally, he looked at his cousin. “So,” he began, and Alex could see his cousin 
struggling to comprehend the incomprehensible. “That’s not algae out there, then, is it?” 

Luke nodded toward the window. The rain had started again. The glass had turned red. 

“So what do we do?” said Luke. 

Alex peeled his eyes from the window and looked at his cousin. 

“Remember that place I just told you about, Highgate?” said Alex. ““We’re gonna have to go back 
there.” 

“We have to go to a cemetery?” said Luke. 

Alex pictured the Walker’s mud-streaked clothing. “Under one,” he said. 

Alex knew he should probably be doing more research, but as the rain poured down, and as Ren 
rested next door, he spent the afternoon asking Luke everything he remembered about his aunt Maggie. 
They were simple memories — after-hours tours of the museum, the bike she bought him for his 
seventh birthday — but they meant the world to Alex. Right now, memories were all he had left of his 
mom. 


Burning Daylight 


Finally, Alex knew he needed to snap back into action. He headed down the creaky stairs, Luke 
close behind him. 

It was just after five and the museum was already closed when they reached the first floor. 
Somers was puttering around, flicking off lights and straightening up. One look at him told them that 
he was upset. Eyes heavy and face puffy, it looked like he might even have been crying. Alex thought 
he knew why. 

“You and Dr. Aditi are close, right?” 

Somers stopped what he was doing and turned toward him. “She ... Priya ... she was like a 
daughter to me,” he said. “I was her professor once. In another life, feels like.” 

The word was echoed in Alex’s head. Was like a daughter ... And he wasn’t the only one to hear 
it. 

“We could still find her.” 

It was Ren, appearing at the edge of the room. Her hair was rumpled from sleep but her eyes 
were alert. Somers gave her a tired smile, and a wave of guilt washed over Alex when he saw it. He 
felt responsible for all of the disappearances — so many had suffered because he’d been saved — 
but for this one especially. 

“What do you need from me?” asked Somers. “I take it this isn’t a social call.” 

“The Book of the Dead,” Alex said without hesitation. “We were going to get it from the British 
Museum, once we figured out which spell ...” 


His voice trailed off. He hadn’t exactly done that yet, but he had a good idea of the type of spell 
he needed. He thought he’d know it when he saw it... 

“Why do we need a book?” said Luke, who had never had much use for them. 

But this part Alex was sure of. “This is a battle now,” he said. “They got Dr. Aditi, and they 
almost got Ren. We need to get them. We need to stop Willoughby, the Death Walker. He’s why all this 
is happening, just like in New York.” 

He searched his brain for the right expression and found it: “We need to cut off the head of the 
snake.” 

“You can do that with the Book, can’t you?” said Somers. “You can send ’1m back.” 

Alex looked at Somers and nodded. Aditi had said they could trust him, but now he found 
himself wondering how much did the old man — the old professor — already know. How much she 
had told him. 

“Can we still get it?” he said. “The Book of the Dead, I mean. Can you get it?” 

Another tired smile. “What, the old caretaker from the Campbell is going to waltz into the 
British Museum and walk out with an armful of ancient texts?” 

Alex considered it. The security at the British would be world-class, especially right now. 
Without Aditi, that would be another battle ... 

“But we do have some of the Book here,” said Somers. 

Alex shook his head. “I checked that out when we first got here,” he said. “It’s just a few spells 
from the beginning.” 

“But we know more now,” said Ren. “You should check it again.” 

“But ...” Alex said. 

“We only need one,” she said. 

“I guess it’s worth a shot,” he admitted. 

The case was a few rooms over. Alex surveyed the sparse selection of papyrus and linen, all 
covered with the rows of small symbols that made up hieroglyphic writing and illustrated with little 
paintings. Gods and humans, judges and judged. 

Alex wrapped his left hand around the scarab and felt the cold stone warm to his touch, as if 
alive. In the dim light of the closed collection, the ancient writing in front of him began to glow softly. 

Alex’s eyes scanned the battered pages. As the words became clear, he read the titles out loud. 
Not quite a dozen in total: “For Going Out into the Day” ... “For Breathing in the Land of the Dead” 
... Finally, his hand fell from his amulet, the glow faded, and the white returned to his eyes. 

“Not here,” he said. “It’s none of these.” 

The energy drained from the room like air from a week-old birthday balloon. 

Suddenly, Alex turned to face Somers. “But there are more here, aren’t there?” 

“More?” said Somers. 

“Yes, more of the Book, other spells,” said Alex. “I could feel them.” 

Somers looked confused for a moment, but then his expression cleared. “You're right,” he said. 


“Tn the basement. But they’re in rough shape. Not suitable for display.” 

Alex smiled grimly. “We don’t need to display them.” 

The basement was more shadow than light. Thick cobwebs in the corners and a shifting layer of 
dust on the floors completed the effect. 

“Lovely,” said Ren, hanging back a bit as Somers rummaged through rusty cabinets and 
crumpled boxes. 

“Ts that it?” said Alex. “That old box, under that table?” 

Somers flipped the box around and blew some dust off. Three letters came into view, written in 
faded Magic Marker: B.0.D. 

“Tt’s either that or a body,” he said wryly, lifting the box up and dropping it down with a dull 
thud on the table. 

It was mostly scraps — the archaeological equivalent of a junk drawer — but Alex went through 
it carefully. He had one hand on his amulet and one doing the sorting, and he knew immediately that 
these were better. The spells upstairs had been the general ones, from the beginning of the Book: the 
ones to help the soul first enter the afterlife. These were the specific ones, the nitty-gritty ... He 
spread the spells that were still in good enough shape to read out on the table. 

Once again, he reached for his amulet and the ancient text came alive as he read: 

“For Causing a Man to Be a Spirit in the Land of the Dead.” 

“For Protection Against Snakes in the Land of the Dead.” 

“For Protection Against Grave Robbers and Outland Thieves.” 

“For Going Forth and Coming Back.” 

Alex stopped. Went back one: For Protection Against Grave Robbers and Outland Thieves. 
The glow faded from the hieroglyphs and his eyes refocused on the world around him. He held up the 
scraggly scrap of linen, a single patch of what had once been a mummy’s wrappings. 

“I think this is it,” he said. 

“That?” said Luke. “It looks like a three-thousand-year-old cafeteria napkin — from pizza day.” 

Alex smiled. The ancient Egyptians had contributed many things to civilization — advances in 
math and medicine, door locks, and even toothpaste — but pizza wasn’t one of them. Somers opened 
a manila folder and Alex carefully deposited the spell inside. 

“Are you sure?” said Ren. 

Unlike Luke, she understood the stakes. A Death Walker could only be sent back to the afterlife 
with exactly the right spell. They’d brought three to their battle with the Stung Man. This time they’d 
be bringing one — or what was left of it. 

“Pm sure,” said Alex. But even as he said it he wondered: How much did he really know about 
Willoughby? 

“If you’re wrong ...” said Ren. 

She didn’t need to finish the thought. Alex understood. Jf I’m wrong, he thought, we ’re dead 
wrong. He thought back to what he’d read: “a professional tomb raider ... multiple counts of theft ...” 


It has to be, he thought. Doesn t it? 

“This is the one,” he said, filling his voice with more confidence than he felt. He was ready for a 
rematch with the Walker, and this was his ticket. But he had one more concern as he closed the folder 
on the dry and fragile linen. “I just hope the thing doesn’t fall apart on us.” 

They filed out of the grim basement. 

“Need anything else?” said Somers, closing the door behind them. 

They all considered the question. 

“Got a shovel?” said Alex. 

“And flashlights,” said Ren. 

Luke thought about it for another moment. “I could use a Gatorade,” he said. 


The Gathering Dark 


They rode the train in silence, on their own again. Somers was back at the museum, “in reserve.” 
He’d wanted to come along, but they’d insisted — and practically run out of the place ahead of him. 
He would only slow them down. At his age he had enough trouble walking, forget about running. 

Luke tried to imagine that: a life without running. It was the scariest thing yet. But then he hadn’t 
seen this “Death Walker” thingamajig the others kept talking about. That sounded pretty scary, too. 
The train bumped to a stop, and Alex’s overstuffed backpack shifted and clanked on the floor. 

“We’re here,” said Ren, not sounding too happy about it. 

Luke stood up, grabbing Alex’s backpack without asking. He was stronger, and besides, he 
wanted his cousin to have his hands free in case he had to use that magic bug of his. It seemed crazy, 
but after what he’d seen, he was willing to go with the flow on this magic stuff. There was lots of 
stuff he didn’t understand. Like why could he already dunk at thirteen when most guys would never 
dunk in their life? He had a saying for things like that: Don t break your brain. 

“Seems like a waste,” said Ren as they waited for the elevator to the street. 

Luke didn’t get it until they were halfway up. 

“Because we’re going right back underground?” he said to Ren. 

She nodded, but he could see she was a million miles away. He didn’t understand her the way he 
did his cousin — he’d known his little cousin was up to something as soon as Alex moved into the 
spare room next to his. But this girl, with her mouth clamped shut and her eyes wide open? Was that 
fear? Determination? Both? 


They left the station and headed up the hill toward the cemetery. The sky was getting dark now, 
laced with twilight purple. The hill was steep — good workout for the quadriceps — but halfway up, 
the other two stopped. Luke doubled back to see what the holdup was. In an ideal world, he’d like to 
reach the cemetery before it was full-on dark. Not that he was scared or anything ... 

Alex and Ren were talking to an older couple handing out flyers. “No luck so far,” said the lady, 
“but if just one person remembers seeing him that night ...” 

Luke looked over at the flyer she was holding. He could just make out the photo in the dim light. 
His eyes immediately went to the trophy. Third place, he thought. Thats sad. But it reminded him 
where he’d seen it before. 

“You're looking for your nephew, right?” he said. 

“Yes,” said the man. “Our little Robbie.” 

“Right, right,” said Luke. “Good luck.” 

They resumed their march up the hill. Luke’s steps were heavier now, and it wasn’t his quads. 
Little kids, he thought. Was that The Order s doing, too, or was it this Death Walker? And, if what 
Alex said was true, was there even a difference? One final thought formed in his head, clearer than 
the others, six simple words: What have I signed up for? 

The streets of Highgate were empty now. The old couple were the last two people they saw. 
There was barely even any traffic, save for a few slowly cruising police cars. 

“Through here,” said Ren, pointing to a sign that read WATERLOW PARK. 

The park was empty, the failing light robbing it of its color. The only sounds were night birds 
warming to their task; the only movement, a flock of geese drifting aimlessly across a dark pond. As 
they exited, Luke saw Highgate Cemetery looming like a city of the dead. At its base, across a narrow 
road, a single light burned. 

They stepped away from the trees and crossed the road. A light London fog had formed on the 
mossy hillside, as it did most nights, making the ground above them appear lighter than the sky. At the 
main gate, the windows of the building next to it were dark. ““We’re alone,” said Luke. 

Alex reached up and clasped his amulet. “No, we’re not.” 


Crypt 


Alex used his amulet to force open the big lock on the main gate. 

“First try, bro!’ said Luke as the heavy tumbler turned. 

Alex began to push the gate open. 

“Wait,” said Ren. 

“What?” said Alex, spinning around. “Did you see something?” 

“No, it’s just ... Do we have to do this right now? At night?” 

“You're kidding me,” said Alex. ““We’re already here!” 

“Yeah, but I was thinking, we could go back, do some more research, make sure we have 
everything we need ...” 

“And come back in the morning!” added Luke. 

Alex didn’t bother to hide his annoyance. “Go home if you want to,” he snapped. “I’m going in.” 

He pushed the gate the rest of the way open and slipped inside. The others exchanged quick 
glances but followed reluctantly. The soft soles of their sneakers padded silently across the stone 
courtyard, and soon they reached the stairway cut into the hill. Alex paused at the bottom to look at 
the layered shadows of trees and tombstones and crosses and crypts. 

“Dark up there,” said Luke. 

“Really dark,” said Ren. “Should we get the flashlights?” 

Alex looked up. The moon was barely visible behind a shifting curtain of clouds. Still, they 
couldn’t risk being seen. “No,” said Alex. “If we stick to the main path, we’ll be fine.” 


The pale stone of the stairs caught what little light there was. Alex took a deep breath and led the 
way. The others followed a few steps behind. The main trail was a little lighter, but not much. At first, 
Alex could follow it 1f he squinted. But as they climbed up the hill, the fog rolled down it. Soon their 
feet were enveloped in cottony mist. Along the sides, the crypts and tombstones erupted like dark 
islands out of the gray, framing the pathway. 

“These tombstones are huge!” hissed Luke. 

“That’s cause the people are inside,” Alex whispered back. 

“WHAT?” said Luke, his voice rising. 

He got shushed again and then Alex added: “They buried them aboveground.” 

Luke looked over at the nearest gravesite: a long stone rectangle covered in elaborate floral 
carvings. He gave it a wave and a whisper: “Hey, dude.” 

“Shhhh,” hissed Ren. ““We’re almost there.” 

“Where?” whispered Luke. 

Ren’s glare was wasted in the dark. 

Alex answered: “Egyptian Avenue.” 

The three gathered along one side of the archway at the entrance. They peered inside but 
couldn’t see anything in the narrow lane between the crypts. Pitch-dark, dead quiet. They listened for 
a solid minute before they were ready. 

“Flashlights,” Alex whispered. 

Luke swung the backpack off gracefully, without a single clunk or clang, and they all reached in 
and took one. 

“Point ’em down,” said Alex. 

The flashlights lightsabered the fog at their feet. 

Alex edged closer to Ren as they began a slow procession toward Willoughby’s crypt. “You 
okay?” he whispered. 

“Little late if I wasn’t,” she shot back. 

Caught off guard, he didn’t know how to respond. Should he apologize? “I... Pm... 

“Pm fine, Alex,” she said, but a quiver in her voice said otherwise. Her next words were 
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steadier: “I just want to get this over with.” 

“How will we know which one?” Luke hissed, shining his light on each heavy, black-painted 
door they passed. But the next door his light hit was leaning open. “Never mind,” he whispered. 
“Found it.” 

Finding it was one thing. Going in was another. The three friends stood outside the door and 
looked at each other in the glow of the flashlights. Then, very slowly, Ren and Luke turned and looked 
at Alex. 

“Yeah,” he breathed, turning to face the door. “Okay.” 

His front foot was on the edge of the open doorway. He brought his back foot up to join it. 
Standing on the line between life and death, he took one last look at his friends. He felt his pulse in 


his head and the cool night breeze against his cheek. He raised his flashlight and stepped forward ... 

Something lashed out and struck his cheek as he crossed the doorway. 

Panic rose in his gut as whatever it was brushed against his face again. He whirled around, 
grabbing his amulet with one hand and pointing his flashlight with the other. It was ... 

“Just some old cloth,” he heard Luke say. 

Centered in the beam of his flashlight, Alex saw a six-inch strip of white fabric. It was caught on 
the ragged inside edge of the doorway and flapping lightly in the breeze. 

Alex lowered his flashlight, released the scarab, and looked back at his friends. Luke was 
wearing a big smile and pointing at him: busted! 

But Ren was looking him right in the eye, and Alex knew why. They’d both seen fresh linen like 
this before, or at least a picture of it. 

“Come on, you guys,” said Alex, waving them inside. 

The crypt had a musty smell, and Alex washed his flashlight beam along the near wall, 
illuminating a full row of tall ceramic jars. He imagined the 170-year-old bread and dried beef and 
grains inside, glad the lids were still on. 

“A statue!” called Ren, shining her light into the far corner. 

“Whoa!” said Luke. “Look at that bad boy.” 

A stone statue of Captain Willoughby stood in one corner of the crypt, pointing at some 
imaginary discovery in the distance. Alex waved his flashlight over the looming figure. “It looks just 
like him,” he said, and it did: Same face, same outfit, same size. “Just like him.” 

He fixed his light on the statue’s eyes. They were just as blank as he remembered, but instead of 
pure black, they were the elegant off-white of marble. Alex held the beam there for an extra second, 
just to make sure the eyes didn’t blink. He exhaled. “It’s weird,” he said, remembering the old photo. 
“This dude was a lot dumpier in real life.” 

“Here’s his stone box thing,” said Luke. “He was buried aboveground, too.” 

Key word: was. The lid was off and Alex knew the lead inner coffin would be empty, too, 
before he even dipped his flashlight beam inside. If the Walker were here, he would’ ve felt it. 

A question formed in the darkness: So where is he? And what about the mummy that left that 
scrap of wrapping? 

Alex looked back at the doorway, the wisp of cloth still flapping lightly in the breeze. The 
breeze. He licked his finger and held it up. The breeze was shifting back and forth, coming from the 
back of the chamber as much as the door. He stepped slowly around the old stone coffin toward the 
back wall. 

“Shovel,” he said, holding out his hand. 

“Shovel,” said Luke, reaching into the pack and handing over an old folding shovel from 
Somers’s army days. 

They’d reached the crypt. Now they had to go deeper. 


VIII 


Down, Down, Down 


They used the little collapsible shovel not to dig but to pry. Ren shot one more quick, nervous 
look behind her as Alex folded the blade halfway out and locked it into place. He slid it under the 
edge of the large stone slab they’d discovered against the back wall and leaned in with all his weight. 
Nothing. He bounced against the handle, grunted, strained. Nothing. He handed the shovel back to 
Luke, who was already stepping forward to take it. 

Luke didn’t bounce or strain, just leaned in and applied slow, steady pressure. Ren watched him 
work, and the confident way he moved eased her ragged nerves a little. He had an undeniable sense 
for anything physical. Sure enough, the stone began to slide to the side. Once there was enough of a 
gap, the three of them got together and pushed. 

A faint glow spilled out as the gap widened. Ren let the boys finish up as she gazed inside. It 
was a tunnel sloping down into the hillside, with an eerie glow coming from the ceiling. She 
swallowed hard. She’d seen this sort of thing before: in the Stung Man’s tomb. 

Alex took his pack back — because it held the spell — and Ren grabbed the little shovel to use 
as a weapon. 

“Flashlights off,” said Alex, standing in the eerie green-white light. 

Ren looked at the back of his head as she dropped her light in the backpack. He was getting 
bossy again. With every bad thing that had happened to them, he’d grown angrier and more 
determined. He’d been halfway decent to her for what, half a day after the attack? And now he was 
leading them down this dark, dirty tunnel. He was rushing them. Why not take another night? Let me 


see that archaeologist book for myself? And maybe a few more? She felt unprepared, and she hated 
that. 

To try to calm herself down, she made a mental list of all the reasons she had for being there: (1) 
for Alex, who needed her, (2) for his mom, who was almost like family to her, too, (3) for Aditi, (4) 
for that poor missing kid, and all the other ones, too, (5) AGAINST that monster, (6) AGAINST The 
Order ... 

They moved cautiously down the tunnel, feet slow, eyes wide. Ren turned her head slightly to put 
one ear forward, listening for the faintest sound. 

Ten feet ahead, there was an opening. Flickering candlelight spilled out from inside. They crept 
up to it and stopped just short. Alex grasped his amulet tighter and Ren raised her shovel. They 
nodded at each other. Alex ducked his head inside. 

He was silent for a few long seconds. Ren held her breath. Had he seen something horrible? 
Something they hadn t even thought to fear? 

He raised his hand and waved them in. She exhaled. “All clear,” he whispered. 

It was a little side room, the last stop on the way out of the tomb or the first stop on the way in, 
like the mudroom in a house. Ren looked around: It was a pretty fancy mudroom. The walls, and even 
the ceiling, had been covered with a smooth plaster. Silver sconces held thick wax candles, and on a 
little shelf in the center of one wall was the single shiniest thing Ren had ever seen. 

“Wow,” said Luke. 

“Is that... ?” said Alex. 

“One of the Crown Jewels,” said Ren. It was a golden orb ringed and topped with a galaxy of 
glittering gems. She’d seen it while poring over her guidebook: the Sovereign's Orb, maybe? It 
reminded her of the stolen finery in the Stung Man’s inner sanctum, but only a little. “The last one just 
had some, like, really nice rugs,” she said. 

“This one is more powerful,” said Alex, already turning away from the world-famous relic. 
“He’s been awake longer.” 

Ren had seen Willoughby’s power for herself, of course, but a new thought rocked her now: 
How powerful could these things get? 

“Let’s go,” said Alex. 

They followed him back out into the hallway. Ren knew why he was so angry and driven, and 
she really hoped he found his mom soon. 

1) Because she was worried about her, too. 

2) Because she was worried about what the search was doing to him. 

3) Because she was pretty sure he’d get them all killed if he didn’t find her soon. 


+ 


Back out in the hallway, disaster struck almost immediately. 


Something s coming. 

Alex stopped and put his right hand up. 

“What?” said Ren. 

““Something’s coming,” he said. 

“I didn’t hear anything,” she whispered. 

He shook his head. It wasn’t something he’d seen or heard. It was something he’d sensed. He 
looked down at the scarab, then closed his eyes and tightened his grip. He could feel it now, almost 
like a blip on some internal radar screen, off to his left, getting closer. Should we go back? No way. 
There was nothing back that way except the side room and, far above now, the crypt. They needed to 
go deeper, find the Death Walker. He looked up ahead: Ten or fifteen feet in front of them, the tunnel 
was brighter. 

“This way,” he said. 

As they got closer, he could see that light was spilling into the tunnel from openings on either 
side. Side tunnels, he realized. As they got closer to them, the thing he was sensing got closer, too. 
What is it? Is it the Walker? He didn’t think so, but he couldn’t say exactly why. 

“We need to go faster,” he whispered. Whatever it was, they needed to beat it to the intersection. 
He didn’t mention that part, afraid they’d stop instead. 

They began hustling down the hallway, their footsteps and breathing getting louder as their pace 
increased. He looked back: Ren was right behind him. Secure in his speed, Luke loped a little farther 
back. 

“Keep going,” breathed Alex, waving for Luke to pick up the pace. Luke waved back: Hello! 

Alex and Ren zoomed past the side tunnels and stopped. Alex tried to calm down and center 
himself for another look at that internal radar screen. 

But before he could, he saw his cousin just now reaching the intersection. Luke looked to the 
right and then to the left. And then his eyes grew huge in the green glow. Whatever Alex had sensed 
was right there. 

“Oh, snap!” blurted Luke as a pale figure lurched out of the tunnel toward him. It reached for him 
with outstretched arms, grabbed for him with tightly wrapped fingers. 

For one horrible second, Alex thought it had him. But Luke was fast. He went from walking 
forward to running to the right with one quick swivel of his hips. The mummy charged stiffly after 
him, and they both disappeared down the passageway. 

“LUKE!” Ren screamed. 

They both rushed back to the intersection and peered down the passageway. No sign of the 
mummy or Luke — and ten feet ahead they saw the glow of another intersection. 

Alex tried to push the panic out of his mind. They were in a warren of tunnels — and had just 
lost their strongest member. He closed his hand around the scarab and shut his eyes, trying to focus, 
trying to find the mummy. Nothing. Already too far away. 

Guilt poured into Alex like icy seawater into a sinking boat. On some level, he felt like 


everything that had happened was because of him. But this was his fault on every level. His cousin. 
Gone. Ren’s words echoed in his head, as clear as they’d been that morning. Maybe more so: “You 
dragged me there — you served me up!” 

But maybe it wasn’t too late to help Luke. 

Ren didn’t say anything now, just turned with him and ran after Luke. They reached the next 
passageway. Which way had he gone? They took their best guess and continued on, desperately 
hoping they’d find him. Hoping there’d be something left to find. 

“You can sense them, can’t you?” Ren huffed from beside him. “That’s why we were running.” 

“When they’re close,” Alex gasped. 

“How?” 

They reached another intersection. Two more choices, the odds stacking against them. They 
stopped, hands on knees, and Alex considered his answer. 

“I don’t know,” he said. But he did know — he’d sensed that, too. He just wasn’t comfortable 


saying it: Because they’re dead. 


The tunnels twisted and turned. They stopped to investigate another little room, but this one was 
unfinished, not much more than a cave in the dirt, and there was no sign of Luke. They’d lost him, and 
now they were lost, too. 

“Wait, I ...” Alex whispered, coming to a sudden halt. 

“What is it?” said Ren. She shot a few skittish looks around the empty passageway and then 
down at the amulet. “Another mummy?” 

“I don’t know,” said Alex, closing his eyes to concentrate. “Feels different.” 

“Different how?” 

He shook his head. This ability was still new to him. “Just different.” 

Suddenly, his eyes snapped open. He looked directly at Ren. “It’s coming this way!” 

“Should we run?” said Ren in an urgent whisper. 

Alex considered it, and then: “No. We have to stop running. We came here for a reason.” 

Ren looked up at him. “I was afraid you were going to say that, but ...” 

“But what?” he said urgently. 

“But we need to be smart this time. We can’t just stand out here and wait to be seen.” 

Alex knew she was right. If this was the showdown he’d been looking for, they needed to get the 
upper hand. “The little room,” he said. 

“An ambush?” she said skeptically. “But what if it’s ...” 

But Alex was already rushing back to the little room. “Hurry,” he said. 

They ducked into the dark, dank chamber. It wasn’t much bigger than they were, so all they could 
do was huddle together inside. 


Ren stared out into the soft glow of the hallway and raised the shovel, her hands trembling 
slightly on the handle. 

Alex closed his eyes and gripped the amulet hard. It felt like this thing was right on top of them. 

“I don’t know ...” Ren whispered. “If it’s him ... I don’t know if I can go through that again. 
This place ... it’s like our own grave.” 

They heard a noise in the passageway and fell silent. All Alex heard was the blood pounding in 
his ears, and then ... 

Another noise, closer now, just outside the entrance. Ren raised her shovel a few inches higher, 
almost scraping the dirt roof. Alex grasped his amulet tighter, the wings of the scarab digging into the 
soft flesh of his palm. Had they prepared an ambush — or trapped themselves? 

Too late. It was here. 

“Mimrack?” 

Such a strange noise ... 

Louder, closer: “Maa-RACK?” 

The sound bounced off the walls, and Alex realized that the thing was turning the corner. It was 
coming inside! Fear and anticipation swirled in his system. Beside him, Ren leaned back until her 
shoulders hit dirt. Alex took half a step forward to take her place. His eyes burned, but he didn’t dare 
blink. 

And there it was. 

He couldn’t believe it. 

A shadow filled the doorway — but only the first foot or so. 

“Mm-Rack?” went the mummy cat. “Mma-Raack?” 

Alex now knew what happened to meows when they died. 

“Its Pai ...” said Ren, lowering her shovel. 

“How did she ... Where did she ...” mumbled Alex, baffled. 

Her nerves shot, Ren crumbled to the floor, dropping her shovel with a thud. “I’m just glad it’s 
her,” she managed. Legs out and back to the wall, she reached one trembling hand toward the creature 
but reconsidered and drew it back. “Hi, Pai,” she whispered. 

The thin, half-wrapped cat stood there for a moment, considering them. Then she took a few very 
deliberate steps toward Ren. She shook her slender frame, flicked one paw against her ragged 
wrappings, and watched as a pale white object tumbled free, dragging a thin silver chain with it. 

“No way,” said Ren, her slumped body straightening slightly. 

The cat took a four-footed step back and looked up at Ren. 

Ren’s eyes, frozen with fear a moment earlier, shone brightly as she stared down at it. 

“Pick it up,” said Alex, his voice rising in the excitement. “It’s for you!” 

Ren reached down and picked up the amulet. 

Her amulet. 

It was such a big gift, but such a strange one. Ren’s expression was a perfect mix of Christmas 


morning and Halloween night. 

She glanced over at her oldest friend and then back down at her newest. But Pai-en-Inmar was 
already leaving. 

“Wait,” said Ren, but living or dead, cats never listened to things like that. 

As Pai’s bony tail disappeared back into the passageway, Ren lifted the amulet up into the light. 
She pulled her legs underneath her and used her free hand to push herself up. She stood up stronger 
this time, straighter. “A bird,” she said. 

“An ibis,” said Alex. “It’s a symbol of Thoth, the god of wisdom and writing.” 

“Thoth?” mumbled Ren. “But why did she ... I mean, why me?” 

Alex looked at the spot where the ancient cat had been. “I think she was paying you back for 
setting her free.” 

Ren smiled. “T ve got an amulet.” She slowly draped it over her neck. “Just like you.” 

She wrapped her left hand around it. Her breath caught and her eyes opened wide. 

As Alex watched, Ren’s brown eyes flashed silver. 


+--+ 


Ren felt her nerves settle even as her pulse revved. It was a sensation of going very fast under total 
control. A single image flashed through her mind: a clump of glowing green against a dark 
background, a distinctive S shape in its center, where the glow was strongest. 

The image vanished, and then the afterimage. 

Ren released the amulet and took a deep breath. 

“What just happened?” said Alex. 

“I saw something,” said Ren, a note of wonder in her voice. She looked down at the ibis. “It 
showed me something.” 

“What?” said Alex. “What did you see?” 

And that was the question. What had she seen? It wasn’t a memory, and it wasn’t imagination. It 
was something she had never seen before but that she knew, immediately and instinctively, to be true. 

She stepped out into the passageway and looked up at the ceiling, one way, and then the other. 
And there it was, in the glow coming from the top passage, the distinctive S shape she’d just seen, a 
bright bending line against the softly glowing background. 

She looked over at Alex and then down at the ibis. Given to her by a cat cadaver ... Entirely, 
alarmingly unwashed ... But it had given her the one thing she needed most, the one thing that put her 
most at ease. It had given her knowledge. 

“I think I know which way to go,” she said. 

“You think?” said Alex, his voice skeptical. 

“T know,” she said. 

As she led Alex through the dark, dangerous tunnels, she allowed herself a moment to think 


about it. She had always had one very simple problem with magic: It didn’t make any sense. Wisdom, 
on the other hand, was right up her alley. The images felt like puzzles for her to decipher. 

She wasn’t sure, though. As much as she liked knowing the answers, this felt too easy. It was the 
opposite of extra credit: just given to her. And it was creepy and unnerving to have this thing in her 
head. It felt like an alien had snuck into her brain and was flipping through the channels. An alien ... 
or a ghost. 

Her eyes flashed again as she and Alex slipped past another dark, unfinished room. “Okay,” she 
said, and they paused as she worked out the new image. 

Two glowing circles, breaking the surface of still, black water. 

She realized too late that they were eyes. 


Ambush Predator 


PUHHHHH! 

A massive force struck Alex so hard that he flew sideways into the wall. 

This stretch was mostly clay, and he left an Alex-shaped impression in it as he slumped down to 
the floor. A soft sifting of dirt rained down from the ceiling. 

“Alex!” called Ren. 

She spun around to find the long iron snout of a crocodile mask turned toward her like the barrel 
of a gun. Black eyes glistened in the green light. Her hands wrestled futilely with an unseen force 
clamping down hard on her throat, cutting off the blood flow. In a few seconds, she was dizzy; ina 
few more, out cold. 

Ta-mesah stood there considering his prey. 

Clinging to the edge of consciousness, Alex became aware of a faint shuffling sound. Two 
mummies appeared, the wrappings doing little to disguise the lanky bodies of two formerly healthy 
teen boys. The nearest one grabbed him, and he could do nothing more than clumsily slap at its arms 
as it dragged him into the side room. Then his hands were bound with coarse rope and he couldn’t 
even do that. 

Ta-mesah relit the room’s candles with the wave of his hand. 

Alex’s head slowly cleared and the world came into view: a small living chamber. There was a 
simple bed in one corner. Across from it was a tall stone altar with two raised columns framing a 
vertical indentation. A false door, Alex knew, the gateway between the world of the living and the 


world of the dead that all Egyptian tombs had. The mummies stood rigidly, blocking the doorway. 

Alex was propped up against the wall by the entrance, the flashlights in his pack digging into his 
lower back. Ren was next to him, her head drooping onto his shoulder. He jostled her with a gentle 
shrug. “Huh?” she said blearily. 

“Wake up, Ren,” he said, trying to control his fear. ““We’re in trouble.” 

“Trouble?” she mumbled, and then she remembered. Her eyes snapped open and suddenly she 
was throwing her arms from side to side, struggling against the ropes at her wrists. 

“Don’t bother,” said Ta-mesah. 

She froze and looked up. 

“Oh no,” she said, her shoulders slumping. “Another one.” 

Alex’s battered ribs told him the same thing: that this was another powerful Order operative, 
like the hyena-masked psychopath they’d faced in New York. “What do you want?” he said defiantly. 

“Watch your tongue, boy,” said Ta-mesah, “or P1 cut it out.” 

“Tve heard that before,” said Alex, remembering similar words falling from the Stung Man’s 
lips. “Didn’t end too well for that guy.” 

“Who says it’s over for him?” Ta-mesah’s voice echoed slightly through the iron and emerged 
barely human. 

“T banished him,” said Alex. 

“Ts that what you think?” 

“That’s what I know —” 

Ta-mesah flicked his hand and a wave of force smashed into Alex, snapping his upper body back 
against the plaster wall and knocking the wind from his lungs. 

“I can hear the fight in your voice,” said Ta-mesah. “But this fight is over. Yov’ ve lost. Now you 
will answer my questions.” 

Alex glared at him. “Why should I? I don’t care what you do to me.” 

“I believe that,” said Ta-mesah. “And you’ ve already died once. You’ve seen the worst. Alive 
when so many others have died.” He smiled. “The doctor, of course.” 

Alex stiffened, raising his head as Ren lowered hers. “Oh yes,” said Ta-mesah, “she is quite 
dead.” 

Alex took another quick look at the mummies. Ta-mesah followed his eyes. “No, not her. She 
served a different purpose.” 

Alex understood. He knew as well as anyone that the Walkers needed to feed. 

“Scumbag,” he said. 

Ta-mesah ignored him. “I have two questions for you,” he said. “And I will ask them only once 


“Pm not afraid of you.” 
“Maybe not. But your friend ...” 
Alex looked quickly over at Ren and saw the fear fill her eyes. “Leave her alone!” he shouted. 


A soft chuckle echoed through the iron mask. “She has been much quieter than you, no? Because 
she’s smarter.” His tone hardened; his voice grew louder. “You will talk or she will die.” 

Ren gasped with pain and surprise as her bound hands were yanked over her head by an unseen 
force. 

“Stop it!” Alex shouted, but as he watched, she was dragged up the wall. She struggled to get her 
feet underneath her. 

“First question ...” 

“No,” said Alex, unable to hide the desperation in his voice. 

Ren was standing bolt upright now, her arms straight over her head, but still the invisible force 
pulled on her hands. She rose to her tiptoes ... 

“Where is your mother, little boy?” 

Alex’s head snapped back toward his interrogator. “What?” he said, confusion flooding his 
mind. “You have my mom!” he shouted. Zs this some cruel trick? 

“Don’t toy with me. I will kill the girl!” 

Ren’s feet left the floor. She groaned in pain as her shoulders took all her weight. 

“She must be in the Black Land,” shouted Ta-mesah. “Tell us where!” 

Alex couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The Black Land was Egypt, named for the fertile 
soil along the Nile. It made no sense. 

“I dont know!” screamed Alex. “Leave her alone!” 

He reached up for his amulet but could only paw at it with the rope of his heavily tied hands. 
Ren’s feet were a foot off the ground. Alex watched in helpless horror as her shoulders and arms 
strained. Her face was a mask of pain and despair. She opened her mouth and screamed. 

It was a ragged cry, broken only when she gulped for more breath, but in the brief pause, a new 
sound filled the room. 

“Mma-RACK?” 

Standing in between the two rigid mummies was a third, much smaller one. The little cat looked 
from the girl hanging in the air to the man in the mask. In the narrow gaps between the wrappings on 
her back, what was left of her hair stood on end. She opened her mouth and released a dry, angry 
HISS! 

“What is that ... thing?” said Ta-mesah. His concentration broken, Ren dropped to the ground, 
landing in a limp crouch. 

Pai hissed again, gathered her haunches underneath her, and jumped. She covered the twelve feet 
to her adversary in one impressive leap. Ta-mesah put his hands up, but it was too late. He got a Pai 
in the face. He stumbled backward and smacked into the wall, then reached up and frantically 
attempted to pry the hissing whirlwind from his head. 

Pai swiped down repeatedly, her bony front paws landing like turbocharged drumsticks on the 
iron mask: TLAK! PRANG! 

“Help me, you idiots!” Ta-mesah called. 


The mummies sprang into action, rushing toward the epic hissy fit. Alex and Ren suddenly found 
themselves in front of the unguarded doorway. “Let’s go!” urged Alex. 

“We need to help Pai!” countered Ren. 

A tightly wrapped arm — an arm! — flew past them end-over-end and out into the tunnel. 

“I don’t think so!” said Alex. 

They took one last look back into the candlelit room. Pai was still pummeling Ta-mesah’s head, 
while one mummy struggled to get ahold of the squirming feline and the other gaped down dumbly at 
the place where its arm had been. 

“Thanks, Pai!” Ren called as the friends rushed out of the room, a wave of gratitude briefly 
washing away her fear. ““You rock!” 

Hands still tied, amulets bouncing at their necks, they barreled down the tunnel. 

They ducked around the next corner. Alex turned around so Ren could fish a small Swiss Army 
knife out of his backpack. Then she opened it with her teeth and sawed away Alex’s ropes. Once free, 
he returned the favor. 

If there was ever a time for action, this was it, but for a long moment Alex just stood there, 
gawping down at the dirt. He couldn’t believe The Order didn’t have his mother. All this time ... 
Every decision he’d made ... Were they playing with him? Or was it true? 

“Alex!” said Ren, drawing it out so that it sounded like two names: A/, Lex. 

He shook it off — literally — shaking his head hard and forcing himself to focus. “Okay,” he 
said. “Which way? Use the amulet.” 

“Nuh-uh,” she said. “That thing almost got us killed. It led us right into that trap.” 

Alex gaped at her. He was focused now. “That’s not its fault!” 

“What is it, mine?” 

“No, but ...” 

“Whatever, I never would’ve been that dumb without it. Just standing there. I’m done with seeing 
things — that’s what crazy people do, Alex.” 

Alex stared at her. He was sure anything he said now would just make her more determined. He 
knew how rational she was. 

“Anyway,” she said, “unless we want to go back, there’s only one way left.” 

Alex definitely didn’t want to go back. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.” 

As they hustled forward, Alex reached into his backpack and unzipped a little compartment built 
to hold books. He touched the edge of the folder inside, just to confirm that the spell was still there. It 
was time to cut the head off the snake. 

They turned another corner and a brightly lit doorway came into view. “I think that’s it,” said 
Ren. “The center of the tomb.” 

“The tomb chapel,” said Alex. 

“Sure,” said Ren. “That, too.” 

Alex wrapped his hand around his amulet and his internal radar lit up with a signal so strong it 


could only be one thing: Captain Willoughby. 

They crept closer, Ren’s hands balled into fists at her sides, far from her ibis amulet. They 
moved carefully, even though so far this tomb had none of the scorpions, pits, and blades they’d 
encountered in New York. 

But there were other perils. 

A single word greeted them as they crossed the threshold. The sounds were stretched and torn 
but clear enough: “Welcome.” 


Nl 
Al 


The Inner Sanctum 


Willoughby was standing near the back wall, and there was a young boy tied to a stone slab in 
front of him. 

The boy turned his tear-streaked face toward them. He screamed for help, but a filthy rag tied 
over his mouth muffled the words. All around him, the walls of the inner sanctum were decorated 
with the Crown Jewels of Willoughby’s native land. The gold and gems reflected the powerful glow 
ofa massive crystal chandelier, lit by something other than electricity. 

“Tt’s that boy,” said Ren. The hair, the eyes, the slightly lopsided eyebrows ... “It’s Robbie.” 

Willoughby said something, but the sentence ran together in a thick jangle of internal damage. All 
Alex caught was the word escape and the gravelly chuckle that punctuated it. The boy tried to escape, 
he realized. And failed. 

Losing interest in the one-sided conversation, the Death Walker turned back to the boy. He was 
ignoring the friends, unconcerned, and the dismissal angered Alex. Willoughby reached down with 
one huge hand and picked up a long bronze hook. 

Everyone understood that. 

The boy screamed through the rag, and Alex went to work. 

His left hand on his scarab, his right hand shot forward, fingers pressed tightly together. The 
lance of wind struck Willoughby’s hand, knocking the hook free and sending it flying into the back 
wall, where it stuck like an arrow. 

Willoughby roared his disapproval. 


“Do it now,” said Ren. “Before he opens his mouth again.” 

Alex knew it wasn’t his ravaged, repulsive words that bothered her. It was the possibility of 
facing that soul-sucking black abyss again. There’d be no place to hide down here. He swung the pack 
off his back and reached in for the folder. Before he could pull it free, a powerful force struck him on 
the shoulder and spun him to the floor. 

The backpack went flying. Alex heard it land — the clinks and clunks of loose flashlights — and 
tried to stand. His shoulder throbbed as he put his hand down for balance. 

Across the room, Willoughby stepped out from behind the stone slab. His hand was still pointed 
in Alex’s direction, beefy fingers pressed tightly together. 

Alex got to his feet. “I have your attention now, don’t I?” he said. 

“Wait,” called Ren. “Think!” 

But Alex’s hand had already shot forward again, and Willoughby’s hand rose to match him. 

Alex’s lance of wind met Willoughby’s bolt of force, and an invisible battle of wills began in the 
center of the room. The crystal chandelier tinkled and swayed above them, but Alex could barely hear 
it over his pounding pulse. He stared into Willoughby’s black eyes and clenched his teeth. 

Alex’s pulse raced dangerously and his head pounded, but he was gratified to hear the Walker’s 
raspy breathing deepen with the effort, like an old man clearing his throat of sand. 

He saw some movement in his peripheral vision — a flash of blue, the color of Ren’s shirt — 
but didn’t dare break his concentration to see what she was up to. 

But the Walker was more powerful and the tide began to turn. Wind began whipping back into 
Alex’s face. His hair blew back as if he were sticking his head out a car window. He tried harder, 
clenched his fingers tighter, grimaced with effort. 

It didn’t matter. 

A small, wicked smile appeared on the Walker’s face, and a moment later his force 
overwhelmed Alex’s wind spear. Alex was spun around and landed heavily on the floor. He added a 
knee and the other arm to his list of injuries, and threw in his throbbing head as a bonus. But it was 
Willoughby who got the biggest surprise. 

“What d you do?” he rasped. 

Alex looked up. Ren had taken advantage of the standoff to untie the boy. Now they were both 
rushing toward him, Ren with the backpack in her hands, and the boy reaching up to untie the cloth 
around his mouth. His first words: “We’ve got to get out of here!” 

“We can’t,” said Ren, dropping the pack in front of Alex. “There’s something we have to do 
first.” 

Alex reached in and retrieved the folder. He glanced up at Willoughby, fearing another crushing 
bolt of force. But the Walker was staring over Alex’s shoulder, that same vaguely playful grin on his 
time-torn face. 

Heavy thumps in the hallway. Alex turned in time to see a massive figure thunder into view: 275 
pounds and stronger in death than it had been in life. The creature was tightly wrapped and vaguely 


familiar. Liam’s mortal remains filled the entryway and kept coming. 


Al 
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The Other Amulet 


The mummy rushed toward Alex and Ren, but Robbie got in the way. “Hey, mummy! You big 
dummy!” he called. 

“Careful” hissed Ren, but the mummy had already turned toward the boy. He paused for a 
second. Did he recognize the small, nimble hands that had helped create him? If so, it wasn’t a 
pleasant memory. A harsh, hoarse roar rose from the back of his throat. 

The mummy chased Robbie along the wall toward the back of the room as the Death Walker 
advanced toward Alex and Ren. He used short words and drew them out. He wanted them to 
understand their fate: “One will die,” he said. “One will be my new” — and though the last word was 
longer and the S’s could just as easily have come from a python, it was understandable, too — 
“asssiissstannt.” 

Ren’s reply was directed not at him, but at Alex. “Now!” she called. 

Alex shook the tattered spell free and let the folder fall to the ground. 

Willoughby stopped in his tracks. Even a bad archaeologist can recognize the Book of the Dead. 

But there was no fear in the Walker’s expression, only cold appraisal. Meanwhile, Alex’s hands 
trembled as he lifted the ancient text, threatening to tear the dry, fragile fabric. 

“He’s too close,” said Ren. 

Alex knew she was right. Willoughby was barely ten feet away now, and capable of striking 
from a distance. Alex wouldn’t be able to read three lines before the Walker knocked him flat or 
drained his soul. 


“Heads up!” called Robbie. 

He’d led the mummy around the stone slab and taken a sharp turn back toward the front of the 
room. He was heading right toward Willoughby. A few lumbering steps behind him, so was Liam. 

“Genius,” murmured Alex. 

Ren reached over and took the spell. “Do it,” she said. 

All at once: 

Willoughby turned toward the onrushing commotion. 

Robbie, just a few feet from his former boss, executed a nifty soccer-field fake. He cut left and 
then darted off to the right. 

The mummy barreled on straight ahead, as mummies do. 

Alex grasped his amulet, raised his hand, and released the most powerful lance of wind yet — 
not at the Walker’s body, but at the mummy’s feet. 

The mummy toppled forward at full speed and wiped Willoughby out like all ten bowling pins. It 
landed on top of its master, their long limbs tangled in the dirt. 

Meanwhile, Alex had already begun the recitation. The letters on the tattered text began to glow 
as he clutched his amulet. This was the scarab’s most formidable power: activating the Book of the 
Dead. The question now: Did he have the right spell? “For Protection Against Grave Robbers and 
Outland Thieves ...” There would be no protection for them if he was wrong. 

Still, the amulet gave him focus and steadied his hands as he began to recite the opening. The 
words were familiar, though the sounds were ancient: “O thief! O usurper! Get back! Return, for you 
should know justice ...” He heard a loud thump as Willoughby pushed himself free. Alex pressed on: 
halfway done. He heard slurred, ragged speech, unknowable profanities as Willoughby struggled to 
climb to his feet. Three quarters. 

“Its working!” said Ren. “He can barely move.” 

The light above them faded and the symbols on the scroll glowed all the brighter. Alex read the 
final words. 

Done. 

He looked up, expecting to find the Walker turned to a dried-out corpse, the way the Stung Man 
had been. Instead, he saw Willoughby down on the floor, one knee up and one knee down. The Death 
Walker shook his head, as if to clear some cobwebs. Then he looked up and rose to his feet. The 
mummy rose to join him. The chandelier glowed brighter overhead. 

“Oh no,” said Ren, her voice soft with defeat. 

“But I...” said Alex. He had the wrong spell after all. He’d been so sure, and that sureness, that 
certainty had doomed them all. 

“That wasn’t good, was it?” said Robbie. 

It was Willoughby who answered. Not with words, which had never been his strength, but with 
brute force. He pulled his hand back and punched the air. 

“Ooomph!” went Alex, doubling over from a fierce shot to the gut. 


The spell fluttered to the ground nearby. By the time it landed, Willoughby had already used his 
powers to strike Alex again. He walked forward slowly, taking his time, not even bothering to look at 
the others. He had decided who to kill first. 


—H—+-+ 


Ren felt helpless. Willoughby was going to beat Alex to death, and there was nothing she could do 
about it. In her desperation, she turned to the only option she had left. She reached up and wrapped 
her left hand around her amulet. A simple hope took shape. Magic had never made sense to her, but 
maybe, just maybe, this amulet — her own amulet — could help her make sense of magic. She needed 
it now. 

What she got was another cryptic image: an empty courtroom, oil lamps unlit on the polished 
wooden tables ... For a split second she began to puzzle it out: Didn t Alex say something about 
Willoughby skipping out on his trial? 

No, no, no, she thought. She needed something more direct than pictures. She raised her right 
hand, as she’d seen Alex do so many times. She pointed it at Willoughby and jabbed at the air. 

Nothing. 

The Walker was having more luck. He punched his hand forward again, and Alex’s body 
convulsed hard on the floor. Ren knew he couldn’t take much more. She jabbed at the air again. 

Useless. 

What good are you? she thought. As if in answer, her eyes flashed silver again. Another image. 
A man’s arm, a block of wood ... 

Robbie shouted something at her and then ducked off to the side, but none of that registered. She 
was too far inside her own head now. She didn’t even notice as the mummy lumbered past her and 
took up its position. 

Another image: an ax. Suddenly, the pieces clicked into place. Alex had definitely said 
something about that. “Still gross,” she whispered. 

She scanned the room and did a quick inventory: 

Alex barely alive, a hulking mummy blocking the doorway, and Robbie crouched down along the 
far wall — 

“I need your help!” she called. 


+--+ - 


Alex rolled over onto his back and coughed, sending a searing pain through his battered ribs. He 
reached up and wiped his mouth, painting a red smear across the back of his hand. He looked up to 
see Willoughby’s cruel, carved features staring down at him. Along the far wall, he saw Ren 


whispering something to Robbie. 

He reached for his amulet, pawing at his chest a few times before finding it. He was barely able 
to close his hand around it, and when he raised the other one, all he could manage was a gentle puff of 
wind. The scarab slid free to the sound of Willoughby’s grisly laughter. 

He would die here. He would die without ever finding his mom. Above him, Willoughby pulled 
back his hand. One more phantom punch, one more wave of force ... They both knew that would do it. 

So did Ren. “Stop it!” she screamed. She threw herself down to the floor in front of Alex and 
turned to face Willoughby. “If you kill us both, you won’t have a new servant!” 

“I can be your servant,” came a voice. “I was dumb. I won’t try to escape again.” 

“Robbie!” screamed Ren. “You snake!” 

“Sorry, but I don’t even know you,” he said with a shrug. “And I want to live.” 

Ren glared at him. Alex would have, too, but he could barely lift his head. 

“I can help with these two,” said Robbie. He raised a large pair of razor-sharp metal shears. 

Peering over Ren’s shoulder, Alex thought they looked like the nastiest pair of hedge clippers 
he’d ever seen. 

Willoughby smiled down at his once and future assistant, the way one might upon finding a lost 
five-dollar bill in a coat pocket. 

Meanwhile, Alex and Ren were having an exchange of their own. 

“Watch out,” she whispered to him over her shoulder. “This could get messy.” 

“What?” said Alex, barely able to form the word. 

“I think I know why the spell didn’t work. It’s because he’s a thief and needs to be punished here 
in this world before he can be judged in the next one.” 

Alex didn’t ask her how she knew. He didn’t have the breath for it. But based on what he knew 
of ancient Egyptian justice, it made immediate sense. “Of course,” he managed. “But the punishment 
for stealing ...” 

Ren nodded and turned back toward the Death Walker. Willoughby drew his fist back farther this 
time, preparing to unleash a force wave strong enough to crush both friends. He pulled his hand all the 
way behind his back. 

“The punishment ...” Ren began. 

SSNNNIIPPP! 

The metal shears snapped shut, making a grotesque sound as they cut through muscle and old 
bone. Robbie squeezed with every muscle in his small body — and all the anger in there, too — 
leaning his chest and all his weight down on the handles. 

“The punishment,” Ren finished, “is cutting off the thief’s hand.” 

Willoughby’s hand dropped to the dirt floor with a dull thud. 


alll 
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Collapse 


Losing his hand proved entirely disarming for Willoughby. 

He fell to his knees and let out a low groan. In the few moments it took him to look from his 
betrayer to the doorway, where the massive mummy had just collapsed in a heap, his face had already 
aged visibly. His unnatural vigor draining from him like the last air from a balloon, his big frame 
slumped. His ravaged windpipe released one last ragged gasp of protest before falling mercifully 
silent. 

“You read the right spell,” said Ren, a smile blossoming on her face as she turned back toward 
Alex. “Cutting off the hand was the only thing left.” 

A grisly tableau of life and death played out in fast-forward in front of them. Willoughby’s blank 
eyes slipped closed and his wrinkled skin grew tight and leathery and dry. His big frame tightened 
and pitched forward. Muscle collapsed in on itself until all that was left was skin and bone, facedown 
on the floor in an old explorer’s outfit. The friends watched in fascination and horror — and no small 
amount of satisfaction — until a clang drew their eyes away. 

Robbie had dropped the shears and now ran over to join the others. 

“You did it!” chirped Ren. 

“That was disgusting!” said Robbie. “And I’ve seen disgusting down here.” 

Alex finally realized what the two had been whispering about along the far wall. “Nice acting,” 
he managed. 

He turned toward Ren and really looked at her for the first time in days: a little girl ina blue 


shirt and jeans with dirt on her face. While all he could think to do was attack, she’d done what she 
did best — and saved him. He gathered up as much air as his bruised lungs would hold. 

“You make the best plans,” he managed. 

She flashed him a quick smile. “I know,” she said, and then her smile turned mischievous. “You 
should try it sometime.” 

Alex nodded, glad he’d get the chance. Then they heard a ripple of noise from Willoughby’s 
crumpled corpse and turned to look. The body was motionless, except for the stump where its hand 
had been, which had begun pumping a steady stream of red liquid into the room. No one had to 
wonder what it was this time. The chandelier began to fade to black as the floor near the body began 
to turn red. 

“Gross,” said Ren. 

A small tremor shook the room. 

“I think we need to get out of here,” said Alex. 

The other two helped him up. Alex winced from the pain in his ribs and gut. 

Ren emptied the three lights from the backpack and stuck the ancient spell back inside. She 
looked around the room in the failing light. “The Crown Jewels,” she said. 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

A larger tremor nearly knocked them all down, but they were both museum kids, and they 
wouldn’t leave such priceless pieces behind. Robbie and Ren raced around, plucking the jewels from 
the wall and stuffing them in Alex’s pack. Ren wrestled a heavy purple crown ringed with a galaxy of 
multicolored jewels from its perch as Robbie grabbed a scepter topped with a diamond the size of a 
baby’s fist. 

“Hurry,” said Alex, training his flashlight beam on the ceiling. Like the rest of the underground 
labyrinth, it had no supports, no crossbeams, and Alex now understood that the force holding it all up 
was the same thing that had been keeping it lit: Willoughby. Alex shone his flashlight back that way. 
The flow of dark liquid had intensified and was beginning to pool around the body. 

Suddenly, the entire room shuddered and shifted. Dirt and clay rained down in chunks from the 
ceiling and the plaster on the walls began to crack loudly. 

“This whole thing is going to come down!” shouted Ren. 

They got out fast. Ren and Robbie helped Alex over the Liam-shaped lump at the entrance. The 
tomb where the mummies were created would now be their grave. The tunnel was pitch-dark, the 
green glow gone. They pointed their flashlights straight ahead. 

“Tm okay,” said Alex. Adrenaline was flooding his system, and if he bent over at just the right 
angle, he could manage a decent jog. “Ill follow as fast as I can.” 

They both shook their heads, and Alex was in no condition to argue. He pushed harder, ignoring 
the pain. All he could do now was hope it was fast enough to stay ahead of the crumbling walls. The 
air in the tunnels filled with a sickening coppery smell — the scent of Willoughby’s blood. 

“This way!” said Ren, one hand wrapped around her amulet. Reservations or not, this was no 


time for wrong turns. 

A voice called out from the next intersection. “Is that you guys?” 

Alex and Ren leveled their flashlights to be sure: Luke! 

Alex couldn’t manage more than a smile, but Ren called out: “Where were you? Are you okay?” 

“That stupid thing was chasing me,” said Luke as they caught up with him. “Then it just keeled 
over!” 

“You’ve been running this whole time?” said Ren as the flashlights revealed large sweat stains 
on his T-shirt. 

Luke shrugged. “Probably only four, five miles. We were going in kind of a loop.” 

“Alex is hurt,” said Ren. “Help him, okay?” 

“Sure.” Luke nodded toward Robbie as he wrapped a strong arm around Alex. “Some people 
are looking for you,” he said. 

They hustled up the dark tunnel. There was no sign of Ta-mesah on the way up, his chamber off 
in a collapsing side tunnel, and the outcome of the catfight unclear. But there were other dangers. 
Lumps of dirt and clay continued to peel off and fall from the walls and ceiling around them. 

“We need to hurry,” said Ren. 

The fear of being buried alive beneath the old cemetery was on all of their minds. But none of 
them, not even Robbie, rushed on ahead. They would all make it out, or none of them would. 

They were close now. 

A two-foot chunk of dirt and stone broke loose from the top of the tunnel and landed with a thud 
in front of them. They had to scramble around it, and hope the next one wouldn’t land on their heads 
or bring the whole tunnel down. A deep rumble rose up behind them as the entire system began to 
collapse. Dirt and mud and clay were everywhere: raining down from above and rising up from 
below. 

“We’re not going to make it!” yelped Robbie. 

But Alex couldn’t accept that. After relying on only himself this entire time, after pushing 
relentlessly forward without really caring who came along, he realized something. Every single one 
of these people had saved his life. Now it was his turn. 

“Yes, we are,” he said. His head hurt as much as his ribs, but he reached up and wrapped his 
hand around his amulet. He envisioned a perfect, round tunnel in front of them and pushed his hand 
forward, fingers spread, to make it so. 

Eyes closed, teeth clenched, Alex gave it everything he had left. 

His feet moved mechanically forward, and he went where Luke led. With all his strength, he 
used his amulet to create a wind tunnel around them. He could only hope the outward pressure would 
be enough to keep the walls and ceiling from collapsing in and burying them alive. 

He was on the edge of unconsciousness, his strength spent, when he felt the wind blast back at 
him. His eyes edged open to reveal the stone door at the back of the crypt, slid halfway open to the 
Highgate night beyond. 
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Next Steps 


The taxi pulled up at the Campbell, and they all pooled their money to pay the man. Ren 
unlocked the main door with the skeleton key, and they stumbled inside. Alex limped in last, all but 
drooling at the thought of the aspirin in his room. He was kind of looking forward to seeing Somers’s 
wrinkly old face, too. But that wasn’t the face that greeted them. 

“Hello, children,” he heard. 

He immediately recognized the crisp German accent. Alex looked up and there he was: Todtman, 
smiling his froggy smile and leaning on a sleek black cane. 

“Boy, am I glad to see you,” said Ren, rushing up and giving him a hug. 

Alex wasn’t rushing anywhere at the moment, but he gave his old mentor the biggest smile he 
could muster — and the biggest news he could imagine: “They don’t have my mom!” 

A few minutes later, they were scattered around the little reception area of the closed museum: 
Alex and Ren on a battered old couch, Todtman on a wooden chair across from them, Robbie standing 
by the door, and Luke stretching on the floor, “post-workout.” Alex did most of the talking, slowly and 
carefully telling Todtman what they’d found. 

When he was done, he sat back and tried to catch up on his breathing. His injured ribs made it 
hard to take deep breaths, so he had to make do with short, shallow ones. 

“The Black Land?” repeated Todtman. His leg was stretched out in front of him, as straight as 
his new cane. 

As Alex gathered his breath to respond, he glanced at the jet-black walking stick: a lasting 


souvenir of their battle with the Stung Man. These battles were taking a toll. But now, at last, he felt 
like they were making progress. “They think she’s in Egypt,” he said, before repeating his top story. 
“They don’t have her!” 

He broke into a smile, despite his aches and pains. 

“But where is she, then?” said Ren. “If she’s not a prisoner, if they’re looking for her, too ...” 

Todtman said what they were all thinking: “Why would she hide from us?” 

The smile faded from Alex’s face. Why would she hide from me? “She must have a good 
reason,” he said. “She wouldn’t just —” His eyes got wide and he swung toward Ren. “Use your 
thing! Ask it!” 

“Tt’s not a Magic 8 Ball, Alex,” she said, glancing down at the ibis. And then, quieter: “And 
anyway, I already did. No response.” 

“Are you sure you’re using it right?” he said, his voice more accusatory than he’d intended. 

“Tm not sure /’m using it at all!” she said, her voice more defensive than she’d intended. “I 
think it might be the other way around.” 

Alex backed off. “Okay, sorry,” he said. “I just thought, maybe ...” 

Ren relented, too. “I know,” she said softly. 

Alex looked at her. She was still his best friend. They’d had a fight, they’d failed each other and 
put each other in danger, but they’d also bailed each other out. Their friendship had changed in some 
way that he couldn’t quite wrap his head around, but he had learned one thing clearly: He couldn’t do 
this without her. 

“Ta-mesah — the crocodile guy — said something else, too,” said Ren, turning back toward 
Todtman. “He said we didn’t really get rid of the Stung Man. Or that’s what it seemed like he was 
saying, anyway.” 

Todtman thought briefly before speaking. “I think he might be right. ’ ve been thinking about it. 
The Book of the Dead and the scarab can send the Death Walkers back to the afterlife ... but that’s 
where they just came from —” 

Alex got it now. “They could cling to the edge between life and death again, avoiding final 
judgment.” 

“And waiting for another chance to escape,” finished Todtman. “In fact, they might even be 
stronger now, recharged by their time in this world.” 

“You're kidding me,” said Ren. “You mean they could come back?” 

“They must be judged. They need to go through the weighing of the heart ceremony. That is what 
they fear. They know their hearts would be found to be full of guilt, and instead of entering the 
afterlife, they’d be lost forever.” 

“But how do we do that?” Ren began. 

“The Lost Spells,” said Alex. 

“Precisely,” said Todtman. “It was the Lost Spells that brought them back. They are more 
powerful than the known spells, and the last one, I believe, deals directly with the weighing of the 


heart. I think that may be what this is all about.” 

Somers ambled into the room with a fresh ice pack for Alex. 

“Thanks, Somers,” he said. 

The old caretaker had sat through Alex’s recap, right up until the part where Dr. Aditi’s fate was 
confirmed. Then he’d gotten up and left the room. He was too old for grand quests. His part was 
done. 

Alex handed Somers the melted pack and pressed the new one to his side. A shiver went through 
him. “There’s a lot I still don’t understand,” he said, leaning back into the couch. “Like why did 
Willoughby look like his statue and not his photo?” 

Todtman considered it. “The ancient Egyptians had those statues made because they believed 
they could inhabit the images in the afterlife,” he said. “Tell me, on the way out of the crypt, did the 
statue still have its hand?” 

“T was too out of it to notice,” said Alex. 

“T didn’t check,” said Ren. “It was dark.” 

They all looked over at Luke. He had both legs stretched out in front of him and was reaching 
down and grabbing his sneakers. “Don’t look at me,” he said without looking up. “I was out the door 
in about point-four seconds.” 

A few quick knocks drifted in from the next room. Someone was at the front door, and there was 
a muffled exchange of voices as Somers let them in. 

“They’re here!” cried Robbie, rushing out of the room. 

Alex looked over and saw Ren take one last look at the flyer in her lap before folding it in half. 
Of course she’d kept the thing. 

Luke sprang to his feet. “Family reunion time,” he said. “You guys coming?” 

But he was already gone, after a reward or just a happy ending. 

Alex and Todtman labored to stand, and Ren waited politely for them. 

“We’re going to Egypt, aren’t we?” said Alex, once they were all up. 

“Of course,” said Todtman. “All those questions you still have. I am sure the answers are to be 
found in the Black Land.” 

“The answers, and my mom,” said Alex. 

“And the Lost Spells,” said Ren. 

“And another Death Walker,” said Todtman. “Maybe more than one.” 

The three joined Luke in the next room. There was the old couple, with wraparound smiles on 
their faces and eyes full of tears. And those eyes were ona lovely woman with light brown hair and 
one eyebrow just slightly higher than the other, currently hugging the heck out of her son. 

The others hung back a bit, giving Robbie and his family a little space. 

“They’re getting stronger,” said Ren. “The Death Walkers are getting stronger.” 

Alex was mesmerized by the sight of the mother-and-son reunion, but he finally peeled his eyes 
away when Ren spoke. He knew she was right. He’d noticed it, too, but he knew something else. He 


looked around at three amulets and one future Olympian and a tearful reunion that they’d made 
possible. “The Walkers are getting stronger,” he said. “But so are we.” 

The others nodded and hugged, respectively, and for a few moments, the old museum fell silent. 
The only sound: the delicate rhythm of small footsteps on the fourth floor. 


+--+ 


But Walkers and Keepers and cats were not the only parties involved. And far away from the English 
night, deep under shifting Egyptian sands, the death cult was making strides of its own. 

Night or day made no difference in the ancient headquarters of The Order. A large false door 
stood in the center of one wall, and it was changing. The red-orange paint covering the vertical gash 
in its center began to shimmer. A man emerged from the once-solid stone, stepping into the room in 
one assured stride. 

On his head, a heavy iron mask, looking no less fearsome for the rows of fresh, deep scratches. 

Another man, in another mask, turned to look. 

They didn’t bother with pleasantries. “The Englishman has been defeated, for now,” said Ta- 
mesah. “It was the boy again, and there’s another. No matter: The portals work.” 

The gash in the false door turned back to dull stone. The leader nodded, the brutal beak of his 
Egyptian vulture mask dipping up and down. “The Amulet Keepers can’t stop what is coming,” he 
said. “I will tell him that it is all going according to plan.” 
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Book 3 
Valley of Kings 


By Michael Northrop 


Hungry Ghosts 


His name was Abdel. Once, he had been Mr. Shahin, the boss of ten men. But like so many in 
Cairo, he had fallen on hard times. Now, he was a proud man in a cheap suit — a good man in bad 
company. Desperation had brought him here, but he was worried. 

“What’s this job you have for me?” he said, trying hard to hold his voice steady. 

The towering man next to him answered with the same three words as last time: “You will see.” 

Abdel glanced over at him. Was this man truly the leader of The Order, the criminal cult that had 
haunted Egypt for thousands of years? He certainly looked the part, tall and strong and wearing a suit 
more expensive than Abdel’s car. Under his arm was a large, elegant leather bag. 

“Nothing illegal,” Abdel added. “You promised me ...” 

“Of course not,” said the man, a hint of amusement slipping into his flat, cold voice. “As I said, 
you are here to help.” 

Abdel nodded, forcing himself to think of the food he would buy his family, maybe even long- 
overdue birthday gifts for his children. Still, he wondered what sort of help he could offer in a drafty 
warehouse on the edge of the city. Their footsteps echoed in the massive space as they approached a 
heavy steel door. “Here we are,” said the cult leader. 

Abdel eyed the thick bar holding the door closed as the man slipped the heavy bag from under 


his arm and began unzipping it. “You will excuse my new appearance,” he said, removing a heavy 
golden mask and letting the bag fall to the floor. “But as you know, we are a very old organization, 
and we have certain ... traditions.” 

Abdel had hoped those “traditions” were rumors or exaggerations, but now he knew better. He 
gaped at the Egyptian vulture mask. It was made of finely wrought gold, showing every fold and 
pockmark of the vulture’s skin. The beak was forged of sharp iron. The leader slipped it on carefully, 
and his words echoed out from underneath: “Open the door!” 

Abdel suddenly understood that he had made a deal with the devil. He knew that he should 
refuse, that he should run. And yet the powerful voice thundered in his head, robbed him of his will. 
With fear-widened eyes, he watched his own hand pull the handle of the bar up and back. The door 
began to rattle against its hinges, and fresh voices reached his ears. A chorus of sinister whispers 
buzzed around him, and his warm skin went cold. 

The bar slid aside with a loud thunk. 

Suddenly, the door opened inward, releasing a rush of stinking air and a swarm of dark whispers 
so strong that Abdel could feel them, like snake tongues on his skin. And for a moment — one brief, 
horrible moment — he saw it. 

An abomination. 

“That ... should not ... be,” he managed. 

Two powerful hands pushed him, strong palms slapping his back. “Ooof!” he gasped as he 
stumbled forward into the room. The door slammed shut behind him, and in the sudden darkness, he 
heard the bar slide shut. 

Ten thousand whispers combined into one word — “Welcome” — before shattering back into 
pieces. Unleashed, the heavy whispers cut into him, no longer tongues but teeth! Each one grabbed a 
piece, tore it off, gobbled it down. It wasn’t his body they were devouring; it was his soul. The effect 
was the same. His pulse revved for a moment from fear and pain. 

And then it thickened. 

And slowed. 

And, finally, it stopped. 

What was left of his soul slipped free of his body and was torn to bits, devoured. 

Abdel Shahin was a good man, and that was what they liked. 


mmi 


Out in the old warehouse, a second man emerged from the shadows. He had kept his distance during 
the feeding and now cast a nervous look at the barred door. Little more than a ridiculous decoration, 
he knew. What was inside could not be contained. In a sense, it was already loose. 
The man pried his eyes from the door. “We have received information from the source,” he said. 
“Have the amulet keepers arrived?” said the leader, carefully placing the heavy mask back in its 


leather carrier. 

“Yes,” said the man. “They are here.” 

“And Peshwar awaits them?” said the leader. 

The man hesitated. Challenging the leader was a dangerous game. “Yes, but ... are you sure this 
is the right way? If we give them more time, if we follow them ... they could lead us to the Spells.” 

“No,” said the leader flatly, “they have troubled us enough. We will cut them down. Leave the 
others ina ditch, but bring me the boy. Whatever he knows of his mother we will wring from him.” 

The man nodded. “I have told Peshwar this, but she has no mercy in her. I worry she will kill 
them all, and whatever they know will die with them.” 

“Then tell her to think of it as playing with her prey,” said the leader, zipping up the bag. “Cats 
are good at that.” 
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Hungry Ghosts 


His name was Abdel. Once, he had been Mr. Shahin, the boss of ten men. But like so many in 
Cairo, he had fallen on hard times. Now, he was a proud man in a cheap suit — a good man in bad 
company. Desperation had brought him here, but he was worried. 

“What’s this job you have for me?” he said, trying hard to hold his voice steady. 

The towering man next to him answered with the same three words as last time: “You will see.” 

Abdel glanced over at him. Was this man truly the leader of The Order, the criminal cult that had 
haunted Egypt for thousands of years? He certainly looked the part, tall and strong and wearing a suit 
more expensive than Abdel’s car. Under his arm was a large, elegant leather bag. 

“Nothing illegal,” Abdel added. “You promised me ...” 

“Of course not,” said the man, a hint of amusement slipping into his flat, cold voice. “As I said, 
you are here to help.” 

Abdel nodded, forcing himself to think of the food he would buy his family, maybe even long- 
overdue birthday gifts for his children. Still, he wondered what sort of help he could offer in a drafty 
warehouse on the edge of the city. 

Their footsteps echoed in the massive space as they approached a heavy steel door. “Here we 
are,” said the cult leader. 

Abdel eyed the thick bar holding the door closed as the man slipped the bag from under his arm 


and began unzipping it. “You will excuse my new appearance,” he said, removing a heavy golden 
mask and letting the bag fall to the floor. “But as you know, we are a very old organization, and we 
have certain ... traditions.” 

Abdel had hoped those “traditions” were rumors or exaggerations, but now he knew better. He 
gaped at the mask. It was an Egyptian vulture made of finely wrought gold, showing every fold and 
pockmark of the vulture’s skin. The beak was forged of sharp iron. The leader slipped it on carefully, 
and his words echoed out from underneath: “Open the door!” 

Abdel suddenly understood that he had made a deal with the devil. He knew that he should 
refuse, that he should run. And yet the powerful voice thundered in his head, robbed him of his will. 
With fear-widened eyes, he watched his own hand pull the handle of the bar up and back. The door 
began to rattle against its hinges, and fresh voices reached his ears. A chorus of sinister whispers 
buzzed around him, and his warm skin went cold. 

The bar slid aside with a loud thunk. 

Suddenly, the door opened inward, releasing a rush of stinking air and a swarm of dark whispers 
so strong that Abdel could feel them, like snake tongues on his skin. And for a moment — one brief, 
horrible moment — he saw it. 

An abomination. 

“That ... should not ... be,” he managed. 

Two powerful hands pushed him, strong palms slapping his back. “Ooof!” he gasped as he 
stumbled forward into the room. The door slammed shut behind him, and in the sudden darkness, he 
heard the bar slide shut. 

Ten thousand whispers combined into one word — “Welcome” — before shattering back into 
pieces. Unleashed, the heavy whispers cut into him, no longer tongues but teeth! Each one grabbed a 
piece, tore it off, gobbled it down. It wasn’t his body they were devouring; it was his soul. The effect 
was the same. His pulse revved for a moment from fear and pain. 

And then it thickened. 

And slowed. 

And, finally, it stopped. 

What was left of his soul slipped free of his body and was torn to bits, devoured. 

Abdel Shahin was a good man, and that was what they liked. 


mma 


Elsewhere in the old warehouse, a second man emerged from the shadows. He had kept his distance 
during the feeding and now cast a nervous look at the barred door. Little more than a ridiculous 
decoration, he knew. What was inside could not be contained. In a sense, it was already loose. 
The man pried his eyes from the door. “We have received information from the source,” he said. 
“Have the amulet keepers arrived?” said the leader, carefully placing the heavy mask back in its 


leather carrier. 

“Yes,” said the man. “They are here.” 

“And Peshwar awaits them?” said the leader. 

The man hesitated. “Yes, but ... are you sure this is the right way? If we give them more time, if 
we follow them ... they could lead us to the Spells.” 

“No,” said the leader flatly, “they have troubled us enough. We will cut them down. Leave the 
others ina ditch, but bring me the boy. Whatever he knows of his mother we will wring from him.” 

The man nodded. Challenging the leader on anything was dangerous. Challenging him about the 
boy could be suicide. “I have told Peshwar this, but she has no mercy in her. I worry she will kill 
them all, and whatever they know will die with them.” 

“Then tell her to think of it as playing with her prey,” said the leader, zipping up the bag. “Cats 
are good at that.” 


Voices of the Dead 


The thin metal skin of a battered taxi was all that stood between Alex Sennefer and a city at war 
with itself. The car wove its way through madhouse Cairo traffic as news reports on the radio 
screamed of a crime wave for the ages. But as the cab sped past groups of heavily armed police, Alex 
thought they seemed to be huddled together less to protect the public than themselves. 

He glanced around the cab at his own compatriots. His athletic older cousin, Luke, sat next to 
him, dressed as if for basketball, and Alex’s best friend, Renata Duran, was barely visible on Luke’s 
opposite side. In the front seat were the mysterious scholar Dr. Ernst Todtman and the taxi driver, who 
leaned heavily on his horn. 

Alex flinched from the noise. His nerves were shot and his thoughts were dark. He tried to shut 
out the chaos of Egypt’s capital as he remembered his time in England. Once again, he saw a man ina 
fearsome mask shouting questions at him in the eerie tomb beneath Highgate Cemetery. “Where is 
your mother, little boy? ” He remembered the words so clearly that the man could have been in the 
taxi with him. 

But of course, if he had been, one of them would be dead by now. The man was Ta-mesah, a top 
lieutenant of The Order. The mask was a powerful artifact in the shape of a crocodile’s head and 
capable, Alex knew from firsthand experience, of inflicting tremendous pain. “She must be in the 
Black Land, ” Ta-mesah had shouted. “Tell us where!” 

And now Alex was in the Black Land — Egypt, named for the rich, dark soil on the banks of the 


Nile River. 

Those words had changed everything. Before them, Alex had believed that The Order had 
kidnapped his mom. That they’d taken her and also stolen the Lost Spells of the Egyptian Book of the 
Dead from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. But after Ta-mesah’s words, he knew the 
ancient cult didn’t have her — that they were hunting for her, too. Now Alex and The Order were ina 
race to find her, and with her, perhaps, the Spells. 

His mom had used the massive power of the Spells to bring Alex back from the brink of death. 
But in doing so, she had accidentally opened a gateway to the afterlife and released the evil ancients 
known as the Death Walkers. Now those sinister beings were working with The Order toward some 
dark end Alex could only guess at. 

All this evil unleashed just to save his life. He felt a familiar wave of guilt at the thought, both a 
weight on his shoulders and a punch in his gut. 

The traffic began to slow down, and the taxi’s air conditioning gave out with one last, dying 
wheeze. The driver shouted something in Arabic and pressed the button to lower the windows. Warm 
air hit Alex in the face. It wasn’t so bad while they were moving, but a moment later they ground to a 
full halt. A toxic mix of smells settled into the still air: uncollected trash from the curb, sulfurous 
fumes from the traffic, and the heavy smog that hung over the city. 

“Ugh,” said Luke, burying his face in his hands. 

“Did you know,” Ren began, leaning over to raise her window back up. Alex smiled despite the 
stench: Did you know were three of his friend’s favorite words. Ren continued: “... that living in 
Cairo is the same as smoking a pack of cigarettes a day?” 

Alex flicked his eyes out over the city. The day was ending now and the sky was doubly clouded 
by weak light and strong smog. The buildings faded into a gray haze in the distance. 

“Tt is not just the air that is bad here now,” added the driver in heavily accented English. “The 
whole city has gone mad.” 

Alex’s eyes were beginning to water from the combination of odors. As he reached down to pull 
his T-shirt up over his nose and mouth, he heard shouting from the sidewalk. He turned his head in 
time to see a woman run headlong into the front window of a small store. The woman tumbled inside 
under a razor-sharp shower of broken glass. 

“Is she hurt?” blurted Ren at the exact same moment that Luke said, “That was crazy!” 

The taxi began moving again as the traffic crept forward. Alex kept his eyes on the shattered 
window as it disappeared behind them, looking for movement inside the store’s shadowy interior. 

“Why would she do that?” he said to no one in particular. 

It was the taxi driver who answered. “They say the voices of the dead haunt the city now,” he 
said. “Carried on the wind. Telling truth, telling lies, it doesn’t matter. They sow anger and seek to 
harm.” 

“Yeah, but that was seriously bazonkers,” said Luke. 

The driver paused, possibly trying to figure out what bazonkers meant. “That,” he said finally, 


“was nothing.” 

His tone suggested that he was done with the subject, but Todtman wasn’t going to let it go. 
“What have you seen?” he asked. 

The driver paused, considering it, then took a deep breath and answered. “I was at the hospital 
last night. My wife had been stabbed.” Alex heard Ren draw ina sharp breath. 

“T am sorry,” said Todtman, but the driver shook him off. Now that he had started, he seemed 
determined to tell the story. 

“She will recover,” he said. “But the hospital was like a war zone, and we left before we could 
see the doctor. We didn’t trust him.” 

“Why not?” said Todtman, continuing his gentle prodding. 

“Because he had attacked the previous patient with a metal crutch. It was late, you see” — he 
paused once more to weigh his words — “and the voices are worse at night.” 

Alex looked out his window at the darkening sky above them and felt a shudder of fear run 
through him. 

The taxi pulled off to the side of the road and came to one final abrupt halt. 

“We are here,” said the driver. “Good luck.” 


Back Against the Wall 


Alex slid across the seat and exited curbside, and the friends dragged their bags toward a large 
apartment complex. Ren and Todtman rolled prim wheelie bags, while Alex and Luke lugged heavy 
suitcases. 

Todtman was in the lead, slowed down only slightly by a noticeable limp. Alex could follow the 
old scholar by sound alone — the hum of his wheelie bag and the steady click-clack of his black 
walking stick — so he let his eyes wander. The city was alien and dangerous, but he was looking for 
something much more familiar: his mom. 

He knew it was crazy to think he’d spot her in a city of millions. But then, craziness was all 
around him now. Everyone thought she was in Egypt, and this was the capital, a few blocks away 
from the largest collection of Egyptian artifacts on the planet. Before she’d used the Lost Spells to 
heal him, Alex had always been too sick or weak to travel with her when she came here for work. 
Instead, she’d described the streets of Cairo and the wonders they led to, telling him true stories that 
felt like fairy tales. What better place for a missing Egyptologist? he thought. 

He saw a woman with brown hair like his mom’s and nearly gave himself whiplash turning to 
look. Nothing. Not her. 

He checked to see if Ren had seen him acting crazy, but she was looking at the buildings, sizing 
up the angles and architecture. She got that from her dad, a senior engineer who’d worked alongside 


his mom back at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

Ponytail! Pantsuit! His head whipped around again. Not her. 

He glanced up at the apartment complex. A tall brick wall surrounded it, and Todtman was 
leading them toward the lone opening in the center. This was where they were supposed to stay. The 
rooms had been arranged by Todtman’s contact at the Supreme Council of Antiquities, the powerful 
agency in charge of Egypt’s ancient treasures. 

Alex forced himself to stop scanning the sidewalk for his mom and tried to focus. We have other 
fish to fry, he told himself, but even that phrase came from her — and reminded him of what a bad 
cook she was. “What is it?” he’d ask her when presented with her latest on-the-fly concoction. 
“Burned,” she’d answer, an inside joke but often true. 

Maybe she’ \I be the one to find me, he thought, but that really was crazy. If she wanted to find 
him, all she had to do was call. So why doesn t she? he thought for the one-millionth time. He looked 
down at his phone. Nothing. If she was really out there — if she really had the Lost Spells, like 
everyone seemed to think — why didn’t she call and tell him where she was? She must have a 
reason, he told himself. But what? He was so distracted he didn’t notice that the click-clacking of 
Todtman’s cane had stopped — until he walked right into the German’s back. 

“Sorry,” said Alex, retreating — right into Ren. 

“Hey!” she said. 

“What’s up?” said Luke, smoothly sidestepping the jumbled bodies. 

Todtman pushed his palm toward the ground — quiet, please — and then waved them all to the 
side. “Over here!” he whispered urgently, motioning them toward the brick wall on one side of the 
entrance. 

Alex knew it was serious when Todtman lifted his bag’s wheels off the ground and didn’t use his 
cane, choosing to limp quietly — and painfully — over. The others huddled up against the wall next 
to him. 

“I don’t think she saw us,” said Dr. Todtman, nodding toward some unseen enemy inside the 
complex. His face was always a little froggy, with eyes that protruded too much and a chin that 
protruded too little, but fear now amplified the effect. 

“Who?” said Alex, resting his suitcase on the ground. 

“So we’re not going in?” said Luke, a little too loud. He was fast on his feet but could be 
painfully slow on the uptake. 

The other three shushed him. 

“Peshwar,” said Todtman, as if it were the name of a particularly gruesome disease. “She is 
another Order operative. And it seems she is waiting for us.” 

Alex flattened back against the wall. The bricks were still radiating heat left over from the 
blazing Egyptian day but Todtman’s words sent a chill through him. How did she know we were 
coming? 

“We can’t stay here,” said Todtman. 


Alex glanced up at the sky — as dark as gray wool now — and the taxi driver’s words came 
back to him: “The voices are worse at night.” 

“We will have to make other arrangements,” said Todtman. “I have a friend here ... It has been 
years, but maybe ...” 

Suddenly, Alex heard footsteps coming from the other side of the wall: the brisk slap of 
expensive shoes on the stone walkway. Alex pushed himself off the wall. Instinctively, his left hand 
reached up and wrapped around the ancient scarab amulet that hung from a chain beneath his shirt. He 
felt his pulse rev and his mind calm as the magic of the ancient amulet surged through him. 

A man in a tan, summer-weight suit walked out through the entryway in the wall and turned 
toward them. His cold eyes lit up with recognition. 

“Walak!”’ he shouted in Arabic, before turning and waving to whoever was behind him. He was 
an Order thug, calling for backup. 

Alex gripped his amulet tighter with his left hand as his right shot up and unleashed a spear of 
concentrated wind that knocked the man back against the wall. 

“Kuhh!” he said as his head hit the bricks and his eyes fluttered closed. 

But as fast as Alex had acted, it wasn’t fast enough. 

More footsteps sounded from inside the complex. A stampede of Order muscle was heading 
toward them! 

“Lets go!” said Ren. 

Luke, an elite athlete with Olympic dreams, leaned forward into a sprinter’s stance. But Alex 
knew that they weren’t running anywhere. Todtman’s left leg had been crippled by a scorpion sting 
back in New York. He looked over to see Todtman’s own amulet, a jewel-eyed falcon known as the 
Watcher, disappear into the scholar’s hand. 

“Ahlan!” he shouted. 

It was one of the few Arabic words Alex knew, a simple greeting. Several pedestrians who’d 
stopped to gawk at the fallen thug now looked over at Todtman and snapped to attention. They 
immediately rushed into the opening in the wall, forming a tightly shut human gate. The Watcher could 
do more than watch ... 

“This way! Leave the bags!” said Todtman, his cane already clacking down the sidewalk. 

Alex looked over at the people blocking the opening in the wall. They were a tangled mass of 
intertwined arms and legs, but he saw other arms now, other hands. The Order’s thugs were already 
pushing their way through. 

And then a flash of crimson light lit the Egyptian dusk and people began to fall to the ground. 

“Over here!” called Todtman, cutting through a double strand of police tape with a swipe of his 
cane and turning down a side alley. 

They’d come to Egypt to battle the Death Walkers and to find the Lost Spells and, hopefully, 
Alex’s mom. But once again, they were the ones being hunted. 

Alex hustled down the alley alongside Ren. Todtman was half a limp ahead, and Luke had fallen 


back to serve as rear guard. 

Ren gave Alex a quick look: Here we go again. 

Her own amulet, an ibis she’d been given deep under that London cemetery, bounced at her neck. 
Unlike him, she hadn’t reached for it once during the encounter. He knew she still didn’t trust it — or 
the magic that powered it — but he wished she would. Because it could provide the one thing they 
needed most: answers. 

As the sky above them darkened, the alleyway behind them lit up a brilliant red. A scream split 
the air like a knife. 


Footsteps. Voices. 


“I can’t outrun them,” said Todtman, grimacing with every rushed step on his injured leg as they 
turned onto a broader service alley behind a row of apartment buildings. 

“I can help,” said Ren, rushing up to Todtman. At not quite four-and-a-half feet tall, she was 
essentially crutch-sized. 

But Todtman had a different strategy in mind. He lifted his cane and pointed toward a small 
garage, its roll-down metal door halfway open. “We’ll take cover in there,” he said. 

“There?” said Ren skeptically. 

Alex looked at the slice of deep darkness inside, but it wasn’t the possibility of spiders or 
scorpions or last week’s trash inside that worried him. It was the possibility of trapping themselves. 

Suddenly, he heard voices in the side alley they’d just come from. Their pursuers had picked up 
their trail again. 

“Hurry!” said Todtman, once again limping over without his cane to avoid its noisy beat. 

He ducked stiffly under the roll-gate, and the others filed in after him like a line of ducklings. 
Alex crouched down in the gray light of the service alley and straightened up into darkness. His first 
whiff of the air inside told him he’d been right about the garbage. 

“We need to close this,” said Todtman. 


Luke was already leaning into it. “Stuck,” he grunted. “Stuck bad.” 

“Step back, please,” said Todtman. “Alex?” 

Alex reached up, wrapped his left hand around his amulet, and felt the electric thrill of its power 
surge through his system. A few feet away, Todtman did the same. 

“Go,” whispered Todtman. 

Alex lifted his right hand, spread his fingers, and then pushed them slowly toward the ground. 
One side of the door was farther down. The other side is jammed, thought Alex, and he concentrated 
on that one. The old gate groaned in response but did little more than shift and shiver. 

“More,” said Todtman. 

Alex pushed harder. Todtman must have, too, because suddenly the gate snapped shut with a loud 
metallic rumble. 

Way too loud! thought Alex. 

If The Order had already made the turn into the service alley, then the friends had just closed the 
lid on their own coffin. 

Everyone held their breath. 

Alex risked a few whispered words: “Ren, use your amulet. Can you see anything?” 

No response. 

In the darkness of their pungent sardine can, he couldn’t tell if she was ignoring him or already 
holding her mysterious ibis, trying to puzzle out whatever image it gave her. 

He heard footsteps. Voices. 

The sounds came through the gate so clearly — conducted by the metal — that Alex briefly 
wondered if they could hear his own hammering heartbeat on the other side. 

“Tt sounds like they knocked something over,” said one of the thugs. “Check the ground.” 

Alex tried to count the footsteps. How many of them were there? Then a new voice stopped him 
cold. 

“The German will try to cloud your mind.” It was a woman’s voice, dry and scratchy, as 
desolate as a desert wind. “Do not look him in the eyes. Shoot him first.” 

Guns. The Order thugs had only carried knives in London. They don t fear the law here, he 
realized. We’re on their turf, and they fear nothing. 

Alex heard a faint sound coming from somewhere behind the garage, like raindrops or soft 
footsteps. 

“Wait!” It was a man’s voice, directly outside. 

Alex stiffened. He pictured the metal gate flying up and bullets filling the darkness. His amulet 
could do amazing things, but he had no illusions that it could stop bullets. A sense of hopelessness 
filled him. A sudden fear that his mom would never know what happened to him — and he would 
never know what happened to her. 

Another sound, farther off, like a single loud hand-clap. 

“That door!” said the same man. “Someone just closed it!” 


Footsteps again, this time hard and heading away. 

“This way,” hissed Todtman. Weak light flooded in, a gray rectangle appearing in the wall as the 
doctor opened a side door. “Quickly,” he whispered. “It won’t take them long to realize their 
mistake.” 

There was commotion behind them as the door that had just been closed was broken down. 
Wood splintered, and Alex turned just in time to see the last figure in line glide silently into the house: 
a very thin woman wearing a pale white mask — the skull of a lioness. A shiver went through him. 
Peshwar. 

As she disappeared inside, the doorway lit up red. The Order had followed the wrong trail and 
someone else had just paid the price. 

Todtman led them to the end of the alley. He didn’t risk using his cane until they made a quick 
turn onto a side street. Farther from the big buildings of the main avenues, the city changed. Houses 
were smaller and closer together; everything was concrete or brick in shades of gray or brown or tan. 
Mangy-looking stray dogs picked at scattered garbage piles. One of the stray dogs started following 
them, and not ina friendly way. Its fur was matted and stained, white foam dripping ominously from 
its mouth. 

Here and there, tantalizing scents of strong spices and simmering food wafted out of open 
windows. But so too did loud, angry arguments. Emergency sirens echoed down the narrow streets. 

The twilight settled around them like a gray shawl, the first streetlights just now blinking on. To 
Alex, this was scarier than total darkness. At least you could hide in darkness. “What happened back 
there?” he said. 

“Someone picked the wrong time to take out the trash,” said Ren. 

“They almost added us to the pile,” said Luke. “They had guns and maybe like a laser or 
something. They were going to go full-on Call of Duty on us!” 

“That wasn’t a laser,” said Alex. 

Luke looked at him and then glanced down at Alex’s scarab beetle amulet as it reflected the soft 
glow ofa streetlight. Luke made the connection. “All right, bug boy, a magic laser — a maser. I don’t 
want to get hit by it either way —” 

There was a low growl right behind them. They looked back. The mangy dog was closer now. 
As it crossed under the streetlight, the white foam around its mouth seemed to glow. Todtman led them 
away, onto another side street. 

“Do you think we lost Peshwar?” Alex asked. 

“We will not lose her until her hunt is over,” he said. “One way or the other.” 

A few blocks later, Todtman came to a stop outside an abandoned three-story building. Its 
windows were boarded up or painted over, and the front door was layered with notices from the city: 
CONDEMNED. 

“Uh, guys?” said Ren. The dog had appeared again behind them, circling toward Ren: the 
smallest target. Alex instinctively stepped between her and the filthy hound. It was close now, one 


quick lunge and snap away. He didn’t want to hurt the thing but ... His hand slid up toward his scarab 
as he looked back toward Todtman, standing by the door. 

“How do we get in?” said Alex. “There’s not even a doorbell.” 

“Not as such,” said Todtman, reaching up and wrapping his hand around his amulet. 

Almost immediately, Alex heard movement inside. 

A voice came through the doorway, and the stray dog cocked its head. Memories of some long- 
lost home, Alex thought, and his hand fell away from his amulet. Poor thing. 

Sirens wailed in the distance; somewhere, a gunshot. 

The door opened, and the rabid dog slunk away. 


Shangri-la 


The door swung shut behind them with a thick THUNK. The man who’d slammed it exhaled, 
clearly relieved to have the chaos of Cairo shut out once more. 

“Hello, I’m Jinn,” he said, a thick Egyptian accent decorating his seamless English. “Of course, 
that’s not my real name. And this is my little urban Shangri-la.” He gestured at the large, dimly lit 
room. “I steal the electricity.” 

Alex looked around. The place seemed to be from another world — or at least another time. He 
wasn’t surprised to see all the ancient Egyptian touches — this was a colleague of Todtman’s after 
all, and they were in Egypt. He’d just never seen these kinds of ancient treasures look so ... lived in. 
The leaves of a houseplant spilled out of an alabaster bow] that had to be at least two thousand years 
old. A square of tattered, hieroglyph-covered cloth hung on the wall like a poster for a rock band. 

“Nice stuff,” said Luke. “Any way we could get our things back?” 

Todtman chuckled softly. “Our bags have been taken and sold by now. We can buy new supplies 
tomorrow.” 

“Let me show you to your rooms upstairs,” said Jinn. 

“Great,” said Luke. “I can put all of my nonexistent stuff away.” 

There was a scuttling sound above them. Alex, Ren, and Luke all froze and looked up at the 
ceiling. 


“Are there other people here?” said Ren, her shoulders tensing. 
“Yes,” said Jinn. 

Ren relaxed a little. 

“But I’m pretty sure those were rats.” 


mma 


Ren lay awake, wondering how a building could be abandoned and inhabited at the same time. Sure, 
she understood why it might be helpful for a building to look abandoned. You could avoid drawing 
attention to your huge heap of ancient artifacts, for example. You could study things that Jinn had 
gently described as “outside of university interests.” 

But wouldn’t you want to fix things up a bit? This place had rats scurrying around under the 
floorboards. Actual R-A-T-S rats. 

Weak light filtered in the window to her little room, along with ominous sounds: screams and 
bangs. A siren wailed by on the street below, its flashing light painting Ren’s wall red-blue-red-blue. 
It receded into the distance, leaving her nerves vibrating like a strummed guitar. “This building is 
protected,” Jinn had said without much conviction. “But let me know if it isn’t.” 

Ren shivered in the warm night and pulled her thin sheet in tight. It wasn’t the sirens that had her 
so spooked, or even the spirits. It was their cause. Two words formed in her head, clear and horrible: 
Death Walker. She was sure there was one here. She’d seen the way they plagued cities: scorpions in 
New York, blood rain in London, and now voices in Cairo. 

The Death Walkers were beings evil enough that they knew they would fail the weighing of the 
heart ceremony — a test to get into the afterlife — and powerful enough to do something about it. 
They had clung to the edge of the afterlife, in between life and death, waiting for an opportunity to 
escape. An opportunity Alex’s mom had given them. 

Now they were free and they were getting more powerful. How could this little group of friends 
hiding in a run-down house stop something so strong? Ren glanced over at the ibis amulet on her night 
table. Todtman and Alex were confident with their amulets. She was not. 

The pale stone ibis shone softly, the image of an elegant, long-necked bird. She took it off to 
sleep, because she didn’t want it in her head when she dreamed. She wondered what would happen if 
she took hold of it now. The first time she’d used it, it had given her clear images, clear answers. But 
since then, it seemed to get harder to use the more she tried. 

She’d just have to try harder. 

Back in school, they’d called her Plus Ten Ren for the sheer volume of extra credit she plowed 
through. She wasn’t going to give up here. Ren threw her sheet to the side, took a deep breath, and 
reached over and plucked the ibis from the nightstand. She formed a question in her mind: What are 
we dealing with? Then rephrased on the fly: What are we up against? As soon as her hand closed 
around the ancient amulet and the electric energy began coursing through her veins, images flooded 


her mind. 

An old warehouse, dark and empty; the sort of generic disposable cell phone Todtman had given 
each of them; a swirl of wind-whipped sand on a rocky desert landscape ... The rapid-fire barrage 
knocked all words, and all sense, straight out of her head. She let go with a gasp, the amulet thunking 
down on the nightstand. What had she seen? What did it mean? 

She looked at the little ibis, glowing softly in the dim light. She wanted to leave it there but 
forced herself to reach for it once more. “Try harder,” she whispered. She formed a new plan. She’d 
try moving some small object, or maybe opening the door — things the others could do easily with 
their amulets. But as soon as she grasped the ibis, another barrage of images stopped her cold: the 
swirl of wind-whipped sand again; a steep, rocky slope; the blazing sun. She felt like the amulet was 
shouting at her in a language she didn’t understand. 

What did any of those things have to do with Cairo? 

She felt like a failure, and she hated that. She got the same sick feeling she did when she couldn’t 
understand some key concept in class, when she was too confused to move on but too embarrassed to 
ask the teacher to repeat it. 

She’d felt that way with negative numbers. They just hadn’t seemed fair to her: How cana 
number be negative? And she had nearly failed that test. Her father — her brilliant father — had tried 
to hide his disappointment when he found out, but she’d cried anyway. Now she felt a fresh tear 
forming in the corner of her eye and wiped it away quickly. 

She dropped the ibis back on the table and flopped over in bed, turning her back on the thing. 
Forget magic amulets, she told herself. The test it was giving her wasn’t one she wanted to take — 
not now and honestly not ever. What she needed was a sleeping pill. They had a big day tomorrow. 
They were going to the Egyptian Museum to meet with Todtman’s Supreme Council contact. It had 
been the first museum to shut down once the Walkers had risen and the mummies had started moving. 
Todtman had said the man had information about the Lost Spells, and his hushed and hopeful tone had 
hinted at even more. Those were the kinds of things you needed energy for. She forced her eyes shut. 

And that’s when she heard a scratching at the door. 

Her eyes snapped back open. She waited, listened. There it was again: two more scratches — 
small, sharp claws on old wood — and then the telltale head bump. 

Ren threw back the threadbare sheet and got up. The wood felt oily and half-rotten under her 
bare feet. 

She reached the door, paused for just a second, and then slowly cracked it open. The creature 
slipped inside, a strand of its ragged linen wrappings catching momentarily on the door frame. Ren’s 
breath caught just slightly — it was a sight she might never fully get used to. 

And then ... The last place she’d seen this mummified cat was 3,500 miles away. Ren had 
covered the distance by plane — but how had the cat done it? It definitely wasn’t on those bony little 
paws. 

“Mmrack,” it said softly. 


“Hi, Pai,” said Ren. 

She wasn’t ready to let most of the magic and mystery she encountered into her carefully ordered 
world, but this strange cat she was happy to let in. 

There were rats here, after all. 


To the Museum 


Alex was quickly learning that the first step in hunting down a Death Walker or lost Egyptian 
antiquities was a stop at the closest museum. They skirted the edge of Tahrir Square and then hustled 
across the courtyard. It wasn’t safe to be out in the open for long, even so early in the morning. This 
was The Order’s home turf. 

Still, Alex stared in wonder. Palm trees swayed overhead and the mighty Egyptian Museum 
loomed before them. 

His mom had told him stories of this place the way other moms told stories of Winnie the Pooh, 
but its massive redbrick walls looked even more striking than he’d imagined. Large marble plaques 
along the front listed the dynasties of ancient Egypt. And inside, he knew, was an unmatched 
collection of the art and artifacts of that lost world. 

“Yes, it’s beautiful,” said Todtman, clacking up behind him. “Now hurry!” 

As they started up the steps to the grand archway at the entrance, the massive front door swung 
open like a bank vault. A stocky man in a rumpled suit appeared inside. “Quickly,” he said. 

Alex looked behind him, checking to see if they were being followed. But then he realized that 
this man’s body language — blocking the door as if trying to keep a dog inside — indicated that he 
was less concerned about what might get into the museum than what might slip out. 

The little group left the bright light and rising heat of Egypt’s present and was ushered into the 


cool, shadowy realm of Egypt’s past. 

“T am Mr. Hesaan, and on behalf of the Supreme Council of Antiquities I welcome you!” said the 
man, stepping forward to shake Todtman’s hand. “Especially you, my old friend.” 

But the welcome was cut short as the big door swung shut and a chorus of dry, skittering 
whispers rose up and faded like a swirl of dead leaves. 

“Yes,” said the man, diligently turning a series of large locks with a ring of keys. “This place is 
haunted now. Quite haunted. The whole city is, but especially’ — he clicked the last lock shut and 
turned back toward the massive hall — “this place.” 

Alex’s eyes had adjusted to the dim light now, but the shadows remained deep, the silence 
charged, and the air heavy. 

“Are we alone?” said Todtman. 

Hesaan frowned. “We are never alone, I fear,” he said. “But there are no other people here. The 
other entrances are boarded shut, and that is the first time I’ve opened the main door today.” 

Alex understood the rumpled suit now. “You slept here?” 

“The treasures of Egypt must be protected,” said Hesaan with a shrug. “And no one else will 
stay. I sleep in my office with a cricket bat and swat away the shadows.” 

Alex saw Ren shudder slightly and took a step closer to her. 

“But now you are here!” said Hesaan, clapping Todtman on the back in a way that made him 
wince. “All of you. And you have more than cricket bats.” 

“Cricket’s like baseball, right?” said Luke. 

“Far superior,” said Hesaan, but his eyes were on everyone except Luke. “Three amulets in one 
place. I never thought I’d see this day.” 

Hesaan’s eyes flicked toward the amulets hanging from Todtman’s and Ren’s necks. Alex wore 
his under his shirt. The polished stone and copper beetle was chunkier and more conspicuous than the 
others. Plus, he liked to think of it as a concealed weapon: the only one that could activate the Book 
of the Dead and banish the Death Walkers. 

Hesaan’s eyes lingered for just a moment on the spot where the scarab rested under Alex’s shirt, 
then he straightened up and got to business. “So,” he said. “What is it you need from the Supreme 
Council?” 

He was addressing Todtman, but the doctor had turned to look back at the front door for some 
reason. It unnerved Alex. The falcon amulet was known as the Watcher for a reason. If Todtman 
wasn’t ready to answer, though, Alex was. 

“We are looking for the Lost Spells!” he said. But at exactly the same moment, Ren said: “We 
need the Book of the Dead.” 

“You seem to need a great many things,” said Hesaan. 

“Perhaps I can clarify,” said Todtman. Everyone listened carefully as the man who had led them 
this far laid out their next steps. 

“We have already found and sent back two Death Walkers. There is another one in Cairo, that 


much seems clear, and to battle it, we would need the Book of the Dead.” He nodded toward Ren, 
who couldn’t resist giving a triumphant little nod in return. 

But faster than Alex could say “teacher’s pet,” Todtman continued: “But I believe that without 
the Lost Spells — the spells that started all of this — we can only send the Walkers back to where 
they were before, clinging to the edge of the afterlife ... waiting for another door to open...” 

Alex risked a quick glance at Ren, who now looked slightly betrayed. 

“You think they could come back,” said Hesaan. 

The thought was like an icicle down Alex’s back. 

“Yes,” said Todtman. “If our enemies get to the Lost Spells first, the Walkers will be beyond 
harm. The Order will be unstoppable.” 

“I see,” said Hesaan as he began walking again, leading the little group deeper into the large, 
shadowy room. 

“You said you might have some information?” asked Todtman. 

“Yes,” Hesaan said, taking a look around to confirm that they were alone. “Dr. Bauer is here, in 
Egypt. Or at least she was.” 

“Wait, what, where?” Alex blurted. His mother was here! 

Hesaan looked at him, something like pity in his expression, and answered, “Her passport was 
scanned in Luxor, ten days ago. In the little airport there.” 

“And then?” demanded Alex. 

“And then nothing,” said Hesaan. “It is a much smaller city than Cairo — half empty these days 
with the trouble in the country — and the council has many people there, but there has been no further 
sign of her.” 

“Why was she in Luxor?” said Todtman. 

“I have a guess,” said Hesaan. “I believe she first found the Lost Spells near Luxor — in the 
Valley of the Kings.” Hesaan gestured down at a large table in front of him. 

It was covered by a large, intricately detailed replica of a desert landscape, the hillsides and 
valleys cut away in places to reveal side views of underground chambers. Tombs. As Alex scanned 
the model, he recognized famous landmarks: the tomb chapel of Hatshepsut, cutaway views of the 
largest and most ornate tombs, and then one of the smallest but most important. The tomb of King 
Tutankhamun. 

“Maggie got the Lost Spells from the Valley of the Kings?” said Todtman. 

“I can’t say for sure,” admitted Hesaan. “But when she first brought them in, she arrived on an 
overnight train from the valley. She would not say exactly where she found the Spells when I asked. 
The spot had kept them safely hidden for thousands of years. She was protecting it.” 

Todtman sized up Hesaan carefully. “You think she’s gone back to Luxor to return the Spells to 
their hiding place.” 

Hesaan looked over at him. “Why else would she come back?” 

A sudden, sharp noise echoed through the room. It was no phantom whisper this time. The big 


front door was swinging open! 

Hesaan looked down at the keys he’d used to lock it, still in his hand. 

Morning sun spilled into the murky gray of the museum. For a brief moment it clearly outlined a 
single figure: very thin, the skull of a lioness on her head. 

“Peshwar,” Todtman whispered. 

Then other figures rose up to join her. 


A Red-Hot Sledgehammer 


“The Supreme Council forbids your entrance!” shouted Hesaan, a brave man even without his 
cricket bat. 

“Government entities mean nothing to us,” said Peshwar, her voice a hoarse, harsh scratch. “We 
are the law now.” 

How had The Order known they were at the museum? The friends had taken every precaution to 
avoid being followed, but once again, here they were. And this time, Peshwar had waited until the 
Keepers were inside — until they were trapped. 

As she walked through the door, Alex realized that it wasn’t a mask she was wearing. It was the 
actual skull of what must have been a massive lioness. She gazed out through the eye sockets in the 
sun-bleached bone. Her suit from the day before had been replaced by thick, blood-red robes. 

Hesaan maintained his defiant pose, standing tall in the center of the room. But his next words 
were softer, just loud enough for those around him to hear: “We must run.” 

A lean, stone-faced man came through the door after Peshwar, and a second was on the 
threshold. 

Alex’s left hand was already on his amulet. He felt the copper wings of the ancient beetle dig 
into the soft flesh of his palm as his pulse began to race. His mind cleared, and one thought formed 
very clearly: 


We did enough running yesterday. 

His right hand shot up, his fingers spread slightly. The scarab was a symbol of resurrection in 
ancient Egypt, and his amulet dealt with life, death, and rebirth. But those things took many forms in 
this thirsty land. The wind that comes before the rain ... As the words formed in his mind, a column 
of desert air rose up and rushed forward. In front of him, glass display cases shivered and stone 
statuary wobbled. Alex bunched his fingers more tightly, and the wind gained focus and strength. 

The lioness staggered backward a few steps, her robes whipping in the sudden gust. The Order 
thug steadied her and the two leaned forward into it, like sailors weathering a storm on deck. If either 
of them had been the target, the attack would have been a failure. But Alex had another goal in mind. 

The heavy main door slammed shut. A thick crunch and a pitiable wail could just be heard over 
the whipping wind as the forearm of the man about to enter was pinned in place by the heavy door, 
with the rest of him still stuck outside. 

“That’s gonna leave a mark,” said Luke, wincing. 

Alex refocused just in time to see a red glow sprout from Peshwar’s closed right hand and form 
itself into something like an icicle: a jagged, uneven shard of crimson light. No sooner had Alex 
spotted it than she had whipped her hand back behind her head. 

“Watch out!” said Todtman. 

Peshwar’s hand came forward in a blur, and the glowing energy dagger flew through the air — 
straight toward Ren. Alex looked over and saw her squinting at the glowing missile, trying to 
understand rather than avoid. He leapt toward her and gave her a two-handed shove. As she stumbled 
backward out of the way, the blood-red slice of light pierced the elbow of Alex’s outstretched left 
arm. He felt a staggering jolt of pain, as if someone had hit his funny bone with a red-hot 
sledgehammer. 

““Aaaaaah!” he shouted, dropping to one knee. 

“Alex!” called Ren, from the spot where she’d fallen. 

He looked up and saw her scrambling to her feet, the image refracted by the tears welling up in 
his eyes. Another blade of crimson light sizzled through the air as Ren headed toward him. She 
dodgeballed it with a quick stop and start, and it missed her stomach by inches. He could feel its heat 
as it passed between them — and hear the crunch of its impact. 

“No!” cried Hesaan. 

Alex whipped his head around in time to see a large alabaster urn topple off its pedestal. It hit 
the marble floor and shattered. Ancient ash spilled out and was instantly pulled up in a swirling dust 
devil. As the gray particles rose, the whispers rose up with them, louder now, angrier. The ash 
formed a face, deep black eyes and an open mouth, and then dispersed, falling back to the floor. The 
whispers persisted for a few moments more. 

“We cannot fight in here!” called Hesaan, his tone now pleading and desperate. 

The lioness disagreed. She had paused only briefly at the sight of the whirling visage, and now 
her hand glowed red as another energy dagger took form. Behind her, the first Order thug freed the 


arm of the second, and three more armed men surged through the open door. 

“We have to go!” called Ren. 

Alex wanted to stay and keep fighting, but he knew Ren was better at calculating the odds than 
he was. The friends were outnumbered and outgunned this time. 

“This way!” called Hesaan. 

Ren helped Alex to his feet, tugging him by his good arm. 

“Does it hurt?” she huffed through the effort. 

“Not too bad,” he answered, but his arm was hanging limp and a fire burned inside it. 


Wall Crawlers 


They used a statue and a sarcophagus for cover as they ran. Luke went wide, using his speed and 
agility to draw some attention from the main group. Alex heard the thick whisper of a silencer — 
Ffummp! — and then a bullet plinked off the heavy stone of the old sarcophagus. The friends made it 
around the corner and Hesaan squashed his palm into a fat red button on the wall. An alarm began a 
low, slow wail. 

“The police should be here,” huffed Hesaan, “sometime today.” 

“If The Order hasn’t paid them not to be,” Todtman puffed. 

Hesaan slammed a door behind them and quickly locked it. 

“At least it will take them some time to break through,” he said. 

“I doubt it,” said Alex. He knew Peshwar’s mask could wrangle locks as easily as his amulet, 
and the door was already opening as they hustled onward. 

“Where are we going?” called Ren. 

“I know a way,” said Todtman, over the sound of his cane’s feverish click-clacks. He turned to 
Hesaan. “Is the old passage still open?” 

“How do you know about that?” he said. 

“You forget,” said Todtman. “I did my college internship here.” 

Alex looked at Ren, wide eyed: Zodtman in college? 


“This building really is old!” said Luke. 

They turned the next corner to the sound of rapid footsteps close behind them. Hesaan 
immediately disappeared into an office while Todtman ran more or less headfirst into a blank stretch 
of wall. 

“Wrong panel,” he said with a pained grunt. 

He took a quick step to the side and knocked. 

Hesaan came barreling back out of the office, a cricket bat held over his head and a maniacal 
look on his face. 

“PII hold them off!” he yelled as he charged back around the corner. 

Alex wasn’t sure if Hesaan was buying time for the group or trying to protect the artifacts. A 
little of both, Alex figured. But then he heard the sharp sound of a pistol handle to the skull and the 
dull thump of Hesaan’s stocky body hitting the floor. 

Todtman took a last, longing look toward the spot where his old friend had turned the corner, but 
his expression quickly hardened. “In here!” he said, pushing a wall panel inward. 

It was a secret door, revealing a dark passage beyond. Todtman held the panel open as they all 
squeezed inside. Alex went through first, then blindly shuffled forward to make room for the others. 
Once Todtman was inside, the panel snapped shut and light filled the narrow passage, pouring from 
the eyes of his falcon amulet. 

The passage was so narrow that only Ren could walk facing straight ahead. The others had to 
angle their shoulders to fit. 

“Forward, then right,” whispered Todtman. 

They stepped quietly and tried to calm their labored breathing. Alex held his injured elbow in 
close — it stung sharply every time he bumped the wall. His body cast a long shadow in front of him, 
the musty smell of old wood filled his nostrils, and little whirls of dust kicked up, daring him to 
sneeze. Outside the wall, he heard muffled voices and the crash of objects being overturned. They re 
looking for us. But as they continued on, the noises faded behind them. 

“The exit’s just ahead,” said Todtman in a whisper. 

Alex had to give a pretty good push once he reached the end of the passage — bouncing hard 
against the wall with his good arm — but the old walls finally let them go. They emerged into the side 
courtyard of the museum, and the heat pounced on them like a waiting animal. 

“And that, right there, is why I don’t like museums,” said Luke, blinking back the bright sunlight. 

“I hope Hesaan is okay,” said Ren. 

“I can’t believe he did that,” said Alex. But while Ren sounded sympathetic and concerned, 
Alex was furious. He couldn’t help it. He had so many questions for Hesaan — burning questions 
about his mom, about airports and passports and the Valley of the Kings. And now he might never get 
to ask them. 

“Foreigners!” cried a man, pointing wildly at the group as it crossed the courtyard. “The 
invasion has begun!” 


No one bothered to ask what sort of invasion would begin with two twelve-year-olds, one 
thirteen-year-old, and an old man. Instead, Todtman quickly hailed a taxi and they poured themselves 
inside as the man continued to rant at their windows, amplifying the angry whispers in his head with 
his own hoarse cries. 

The ride back to the hideout was slow, but Alex didn’t mind some time off his feet not dodging 
energy daggers. A splotch of red around his elbow made it look like he’d dipped it in fruit punch. He 
gingerly tried to bend it. Sore, but it worked. 

“How is it?” said Ren, following his eyes. 

“Getting better,” he said. “It just kind of nicked me.” 

It scared him to think what a direct hit would feel like. 

They got out of the cab in front of a nicer building a few doors down from the hideout and 
waited until the driver pulled away before walking down the block. 

“How did it go?” Jinn asked as he let them in. 

Their body language gave him his answer: Alex holding his arm, Todtman’s limp worse than 
ever, Luke sweaty and spent, and Ren collapsing into the nearest chair. 

“Another ambush,” said Todtman. 

“Were you followed there?” said Jinn. 

Todtman shook his head. “We were careful — and still they were ready. Their timing was 
perfect ...” He paused before delivering his verdict: “I believe we have been betrayed.” 


conversation in the next room. She was more wired than tired, but the old recliner was so worn out 


Splitting Up 


Ren sank deeper into the chair as the friends waited for Todtman to finish a hushed phone 


that the seat drooped in the middle. And the chair wasn’t the only thing giving her a sinking feeling. 
Todtman’s voice was playing ona loop inher head: “We have been betrayed.” 

Todtman’s phone rang as soon as he returned. He didn’t leave the room to talk this time. He 
didn’t even answer, just looked down at the screen and silenced the ring. 

“Are you going to get it?” said Ren, though what she really meant was: Why aren t you going to 
get it? 

“It is Hesaan,” he said. 

Jinn looked over. He clearly knew the name. 

“Don’t you want to see if he’s okay?” said Ren. 

“He is well enough to make a call,” said Todtman. 

“Talk to him! He could be really hurt,” she exclaimed — and then, embarrassed, realized what 
the others had already figured out. 

Ren had a habit of trusting highly educated people, but now she saw it. The first Order ambush 
had been outside the apartment the Supreme Council had arranged, and the second was at the museum 
it ran. And Hesaan was their contact at the Supreme Council. “Hesaan ...” 

Todtman nodded. 


He waited for the call to end and then checked the voice message. It lasted about ten seconds. 
Ren heard a faint but rapid-fire barrage of words and saw Todtman’s frown sink lower. 

“What did he say?” said Alex. 

“He says that his head hurts ... and they are gone.” 

“That dude’s lucky to still be making calls,” said Luke. 

“He says he was knocked out cleanly as soon as he turned the corner,” said Todtman. 
“Otherwise he’s sure they would have killed him. He says.” 

But it was clear from Todtman’s tone that he wasn’t sure of that at all. 

“So he’s a traitor,” said Luke, more as a statement than a question. 

Todtman looked at him carefully. “Possibly.” 

“I hate it when people switch teams,” Luke said. 

Jinn must have been thinking the same thing. He turned to Todtman. “Hesaan has been here,” he 
said, the concern clear in his voice. “Many times.” 

A jolt of panic shot through Ren. What if their safe house wasn t so safe? 

“We need to get out of here,” Alex blurted, his voice loud, his words rushed. “We need to get to 
the Valley of the Kings! You heard what Hesaan said about the Spells, about my mom. She could be 
there right now.” 

He was impatient and ready to go, as usual — but Ren felt an instinctive need to check him. His 
obsessive determination to find his mom had nearly gotten them killed in London. “Yeah, but, Alex, 
we can’t trust Hesaan!” 

Alex gaped at her, a stung expression on his face. “Yeah ... but even if he is working for The 
Order, he thought we were about to get captured when he told us that. Captured or worse.” He 
flapped his injured elbow. “Why would he lie?” 

“Why would he tell the truth?” she countered. 

“Children!” said Todtman, a word that made Ren grind her teeth. “We do not know if Hesaan 
betrayed us, but he was telling the truth about Dr. Bauer’s passport. The call I made was to the 
Transportation Authority ...” 

“You have a contact there, too?” said Ren. 

“Not exactly,” said Todtman. “In Egypt, right now, you see —” 

“He means he bribed someone,” said Jinn, sparing them all a speech on the causes and 
consequences of corruption. 

“So my mom really did come back here,” said Alex, wearing an expression like someone had 
slapped him. “After she disappeared from New York ...” 

His voice trailed off, and for a moment all the unspoken truths hung in the air. The fact that 
Alex’s mom and the Lost Spells had disappeared from the Met at the same time had made sense when 
they thought The Order had taken them both. But now that they knew The Order didn’t have either, and 
that his mom was on her own, it meant she had to have them. It meant she was on the run — without 
her son. 


Ren watched him wrestle with this reality and felt bad. She sympathized with his blind belief in 
his mom — but did she share it? She liked Dr. Bauer, and knew she’d sacrificed everything to save 
Alex. But she’d also made a mess of things in the process. 

“But ten days is a lot of time,” said Todtman. “I just wish there was some way to be sure this is 
still the right path.” He turned toward Ren. 

“What?” she said cautiously. 

“Perhaps you could use the ibis ...” 

Now all eyes shifted to her. She squirmed in her seat. Nuh-uh, she thought. The idea of fielding 
another baffling barrage of images in front of everyone and then admitting that she didn’t know what it 
meant caused her pulse to rise, her stomach to sink, and pinpricks of sweat to break out on her 
forehead. And it didn’t help that Todtman and Alex were so good with their amulets. No thank you 
very much. She needed to find some way to say no without seeming worthless, and then she realized 
... “I already used it.” 

“When?” said Todtman, surprised. 

“Last night,” she said. “I picked it up and ...” 

“Yeah?” said Alex eagerly. Even Jinn and Luke were leaning forward now. 

She considered her next words carefully: “And I saw something.” 

Thats true, she thought. She’d definitely seen something ... 

“What was it?” said Todtman, his eyes drilling into hers. 

She looked around one more time. She wanted them to stop staring at her. She wanted her amulet 
to help out, like the others did. And more than anything, she didn’t want to look dumb. 

“I saw the Valley of the Kings,” she heard herself say. 

For a second she panicked. Had she really? She pictured it again. The swirling sand devil on 
hard ground, the rocky slope, the blazing sun ... Definitely the desert, she told herself. And it did 
seem more like a valley than open desert, where there would be deep, shifting sand dunes ... 

Alex pumped his fist, their earlier argument instantly forgotten. “You are getting better with that 
thing, Ren-bo!”’ he said. 

“You are an ibis baller,” said Luke. 

Even Todtman said, “Impressive.” 

Ren felt herself blushing. Was she sure? 

They were all so impressed, all so happy with her ... She was sure enough. 

“Thanks,” she said. “I’ve been practicing.” 

“Tt is time for you to leave Cairo,” Todtman said. 

Ren parsed the pronouns. “You’re not coming with us?” 

Todtman shook his head. “I will stay here for now. This leg is no match for deserts and valleys, 
and there is still much to be done in this city. I need to find out what The Order is planning, and what 
sort of evil is plaguing this city.” 

“And, uh, what exactly are we looking for?” said Luke, never afraid to ask a question twice. 


“For my mom,” said Alex. 

Todtman nodded. “And the Lost Spells.” 

So they had their mission, and Ren had no doubt it would be a dangerous one. They were 
splitting up and heading to the blazing desert without their leader — and to the city of ancient tombs 
beneath. 

“I cannot overstate the importance of this,” said Todtman. “The Spells may be powerful enough 
to end this all, to set things right. But if The Order finds them first, they will be unstoppable.” He 
paused. His English was excellent, but it was not his first language. He searched for the phrase that 
would make his meaning clear. And then he found it. “From now on,” he said, “it is winner take all.” 


Highly Trained 


Luke took a long sip of bottled water, wiped his mouth, and said, “Did we just get our butts 
kicked back there or what?” 

The three of them were sitting around a small fold-down table in the dining car of the overnight 
train to Luxor. Empty soda cans, snack wrappers, and crumpled napkins jittered lightly on the 
tabletop. Alex and Ren were on one side of the table and Luke was on the other. Their backpacks 
were piled in the empty spot. The last thing they wanted was company. 

“Kind of,” admitted Alex. He felt embarrassed about it, like it was his fault they’d been chased 
across half of Cairo. “And not just our butts.” He looked down at his elbow, cradled against his side. 

“Oh yeah,” said Ren. “How is that?” 

He shrugged. He could move it without too much pain now. 

“Well at least you can fight back,” said Ren. “Thanks for shoving me out of the way, but I wasn’t 
much use.” 

Alex glanced at the ibis, bouncing slightly over her T-shirt from the motion of the train. “You 
can’t, like, move anything with that?” 

“No,” said Ren. “Well ... I think maybe I moved a paperclip once. But that might have been the 
wind.” 

“What’s it like?” said Luke, a mix of interest and jealousy in his voice, as if he were asking 
about playing some hot new video game. 


“Awesome,” said Alex at the same moment Ren said, “Awful.” 

The boys looked at Ren: Bad news is always more interesting. She turned to look out the 
window, avoiding their eyes. “I guess it’s not so bad,” she said. “But sometimes it’s like ... having a 
computer virus in my head. Like it’s just in there showing me stuff and, I don’t know, I guess I just 
don’t like it having access to my hardware, you know?” 

Alex didn’t. He’d spent twelve years sick and weak, barely able to throw a ball. Now he could 
lift a refrigerator with his amulet, and he wouldn’t give it up for anything. But he knew Ren. He’d 
seen her notebooks full of lists and knew how much she needed everything to make sense. “Well, at 
least it let us know about the Valley of the Kings.” 

“We already knew about that,” said Ren. 

“Yeah, but you, like, confirmed it,” said Alex. 

“T guess,” said Ren, turning back to the window. 

Alex didn’t know why she was avoiding his eyes, but he let her. He felt pretty good about where 
they were, and grateful to his friend for helping to get them there. He looked out the window, too, as 
the train rumbled southward toward the best lead they’d had since his mom had disappeared. A clear 
mission plus forward motion made him feel like a bloodhound, hot on the trail. He knew his mom 
better than anyone. Maybe he could spot signs of her — maybe she was even leaving them for him. He 
indulged in these idle fantasies until Luke interrupted. 

“What are we gonna do once we get out there, anyway?” 

Alex answered immediately. “We can use the amulets. Mine can detect the undead, and I think it 
can detect the magic that makes them. I can always kind of tell when there’s a Book of the Dead 
around, so the Lost Spells should really light it up.” 

As he said it, it occurred to him that maybe that was how his mom had found the Spells in the 
first place, back when she had the amulet. He paused before turning back to Ren and adding: “And 
you can get more info from the ibis, too.” 

Ren didn’t answer, just shrugged and turned back to the window. For a while, they all watched 
the Nile River roll by. Alex pictured the big map of Egypt in his mom’s office at the Met, the Nile 
running the length of it like a crooked spine. They were heading more or less due south along the 
river, toward the Valley of the Kings. He’d seen pictures of it. The valley itself wasn’t much more 
than a sunbaked, sand-swept bowl. But carved into the hard, dry ground underneath it was a city of 
the dead unmatched on earth. That’s where his mom had been ... Was she still there? 

“PI tell you one thing,” said Luke after a while. 

“Yeah?” said Alex. 

“I’m glad to be out of that city. People were crazy.” 

“Yeah, things are supposed to be a little quieter outside Cairo,” said Alex. “According to the 
news and stuff.” 

“Not where we’re going,” added Ren. “I read there’s a lot of looting.” 

Alex nodded. He’d read about people robbing the ancient tombs and temples, too, taking 


advantage of the chaos in the country. He took a sip of his soda and Luke took a big gulp from a 
jumbo-sized bottled water. Ren popped a potato chip into her mouth. 

For a while, anyway, they were just three young Americans on an overnight train trip. With the 
betrayals of Cairo behind them and their deepest doubts pushed to the corners of their mind for the 
moment, they could almost think of it as an adventure. They all saw the businessman across the aisle, 
of course — his large frame and expensive suit made him hard to miss. 

They just didn’t realize he was watching them, too. 


mma 


An hour later, it was time for bed. None of the friends had slept well in Cairo, and the rumbling train 
didn’t seem too promising in that regard, either. 

The door to the sleeper car felt thin and flimsy as Alex slid it closed. He clicked the little plastic 
handle of the lock. It seemed more like a toy lock than a real one. “Think I should try to tie this shut 
— or put something in front of it, maybe?” he said to Luke. It was just the two of them. Ren was 
bunked with an elegantly dressed Egyptian woman in a separate sleeper car. 

Luke looked over at the flimsy door and shrugged. “Think we’re cool,” he said. 

Alex let it go. He didn’t want to seem paranoid. 

Luke went back to searching through his pack for his brand-new toothbrush. Todtman had given 
them a thick roll of Egyptian bills, and they’d peeled off a few layers to replace their lost luggage at a 
department store near the train station. 

“Think I saw a smile from you back in the dining car,” said Luke. “Just for a second.” 

Alex managed another sheepish smile. “Yeah, maybe. Sorry if ve been really gloomy and 
stuff.” 

“No problem, cuz. I know you got a lot on your weird little mind.” 

It seemed like an invitation to talk, and Alex took it. He really had been keeping a lot to himself. 
“Tt’s just, I don’t know, I feel like we might finally be on the right track.” 

“That’s cool,” said Luke. “Know something I don’t?” 

“Well, I know my mom has been to the Valley of the Kings before, like a bunch of times,” he 
said. “Not sure if I mentioned that.” 

“Oh yeah?” said Luke, finally locating the toothbrush and straightening up. “When was that?” 

“Just, you know, before all this ...” 

Luke began brushing his teeth. With the door closed, it felt like a sleepover. His cousin had been 
way too cool for him back in New York, too obsessed with sports to pay attention to his sick, nerdy 
cousin. But out here, it felt like they were on the same team. 

Luke spat foam into the sink, splashed water on his face, and called top bunk. Alex looked at the 
cramped bottom bunk and groaned. Then he took his turn at the room’s tiny sink. It looked like the sink 
in an airplane lavatory, only smaller, dingier, and with a sign that read: DO NOT DRINK THE WATER; A 


CUP OF POTABLE WATER HAS BEEN PROVIDED. 

Alex looked around and saw two clear plastic cups: one empty and the other full and covered 
with shiny silver foil. Alex picked up the full one and saw a small swirl of sediment kick up from the 
bottom. 

“Dude, did you already drink your water?” he said to the top bunk. 

“Proper hydration is important,” came the reply. 

“This water doesn’t even look all that clean.” 

“You should see the stuff that comes out of the faucet.” 

Alex peeled back the foil and sniffed. Smelled okay. 

He brushed his teeth with the water from the cup, clicked off the light, and dropped into the 
bottom bunk. 

“You awake?” Alex said to the bed above him. He thought maybe they could talk some more, but 
there was no response. Now that Alex had gotten used to the rhythmic rumble of the train, he could 
make out the sound of deep, steady breathing above him. Luke was already out. Just as well. They 
planned to get up at sunrise and exit the train before it arrived at Luxor station. If Hesaan had told The 
Order they were coming, they’d be waiting there. 

Alex shifted around and tried to get comfortable on the thin mattress. The train took a corner, 
decreasing its speed but increasing its bumpiness. Little flashes from passing lights slipped in through 
the ill-fitting blinds. 

Lying awake, he wondered how Ren was doing down the hall. Was she safe there on her own? 

Then, inevitably, his thoughts shifted to his mom. Before, he’d been excited — eager as a 
bloodhound. But with the darkness came the doubts. A bloodhound shouldn’t have to chase his master 
— much less his mother. Why wasn’t she searching for him? He couldn’t come up with a theory that 
made sense. If she was trying to keep him safe, well, that definitely wasn’t working out. Still, he was 
mesmerized by the possibility that this train might be headed toward her right now. But were they? 
Did she even have the Spells? 

He felt his thoughts getting murkier and tried to concentrate harder, to bring them back into focus. 
Yes, his mom and the Lost Spells had disappeared on the same day, but she was the one who brought 
them to New York in the first place. Why go to all that trouble and then steal them? He knew her 
better than the others — how devoted she was, and how kind. It didn’t make sense to him. Zf she had 
the one thing everyone was looking for — the thing that had started this all and might be able to 
end it — why would they be hiding her from ... No, wait ... Alex was stumbling over his thoughts. 
His mind felt gummed up and fuzzy. Why would she be hiding them from ... who? 

Something was wrong. 

“Luke?” Alex croaked, but he could barely form the word. 

Wait, he thought. Was Luke even in here? He was having a hard time remembering anything 
before ... 

Chalky sediment kicking up inside a clear plastic cup ... Luke’s cup empty ... Luke out cold. 


The water. They’d been drugged! 

Alex tried to get up but his body felt so heavy that the best he could do was roll out of his bunk. 
He thunked heavily down onto the floor, his numb body barely registering the impact. His breathing 
suddenly felt as thick and labored as his thoughts. He managed to raise his right hand up and flop it 
limply against the wall until he hit the light switch. 

The room brightened, but his vision blurred. 

“Luuuuke!”” he wailed, but it came out as little more than a breathy whisper. 

He paused to gather more breath, to try again. And that’s when he heard the door’s little lock 
click back. Alex tried to turn his head, but it was taking too long. He flopped over onto his back and 
looked up as the door slid open. 

It was the beefy businessman from the dining car. The man stood there for a moment, his large 
frame outlined against the black windows behind him, the Egyptian night rushing by. Alex now 
understood just what sort of business he did, and for whom. The man took a long, quiet step forward 
and closed the door behind him. 

He looked down at Alex, smiled, and shook his head. Then he dropped a small metal key into 
the right pocket of his suit jacket and took a loop of white plastic out of the left ... a zip tie. Alex had 
seen them before, had felt them cutting into the skin of his wrists and hands. Once they were on, they 
had to be cut off. 

Alex flopped his hand around his chest and found his amulet. But it was under his T-shirt, and 
getting it out from under there seemed impossible. He pushed his hand up to his neck but his fingers 
were too numb to grab the thin silver chain. 

“Luke,” Alex said through lips he couldn’t quite feel. The soft mumble was mostly drowned out 
by the rumbling train. But the next sound was much louder ... 

KKLONNK! he heard as a hand shot out from the top bunk and clocked the intruder in the head 
with a shiny new ten-pound dumbbell. 

THWUMMP, he heard as the man collapsed heavily to the floor. His forehead smacked Alex’s 
shin, but Alex barely felt it. 

Luke’s head appeared over the edge of the bunk. 

“I couldn’t let him take you,” he said. “You’d never come back.” 

Alex stared at him incredulously. “But ... you were drugged,” he managed. “The water ...”” His 
words were soft and slurred, but Luke seemed to hear them all right. 

Luke raised his eyebrows. “Like I said: proper hydration is important. All my coaches say that. 
And that water did not look proper. I poured it out. ’ ve got a big bottle of water anyway.” 

“Oh yeah,” said Alex. 

Luke ignored the skinny ladder leading up to his bunk and vaulted down to the floor. He was 
wearing a T-shirt, shorts, and tube socks, and looked exactly two sneakers short of game-ready. He 
left the dumbbell behind and brought out the oversized water bottle. 

“I think you should take a drink,” he said, glancing back to make sure the intruder was still out 


cold. 

Alex fumbled with the bottle and missed his mouth slightly at first, but eventually he got 
everything lined up and guzzled down at least a pint of lukewarm, possibly Lukewarm, water. His 
head began to clear a little. 

“What should we do with this guy?” said Luke, looking down at the large lump on the floor. 

Alex thought about it and then, very slowly, turned his head and looked out the window. 

After a few more minutes and another pint of water, he was ready. They waited for the night 
porter to pass and then dragged the guy out into the hall. The next time the train slowed down to take a 
turn, it lost more than momentum. They watched the man tumble limp-limbed down a sandy bank and 
then returned to their car. 

Early the next morning, they reached the edge of Luxor. 


Ghost Town 


They knocked on Ren’s door at sunrise, and she slid it back immediately, fully dressed, bedhead 
subdued smartly by a wet comb. “You look awful,” she said to Alex. “Not you, Luke. You just look 
tall.” 

“I was drugged,” said Alex defensively. 

She looked at him dubiously. They’d checked on her the night before, but hadn’t gotten past her 
startled, angry bunkmate. Ren grabbed her pack and left the lady snoring away. “It’s so early,” she 
said once they were all in the hallway. “Do you really think The Order knows we’re coming?” 

Alex and Luke exchanged glances. “They know we’re coming,” they said together. 

Ren didn’t ask how they knew, and Alex didn’t really have the heart to freak her out. 

The night porter was slumped over, sleeping quietly on a little fold-down seat at the end of the 
corridor as they snuck by. Outside, the blood-orange Egyptian sun was just breaking free from the grip 
of the horizon. 

They stood huddled in the loud, drafty gap between cars, packs on backs and eyes on the little 
window in the door. Finally, the train began to slow. It reached a road crossing and lurched abruptly 
to a full stop. Alex could practically hear the collective groan of a hundred passengers bouncing in 
their bunks. He quickly used his amulet to open the steel door. 

On the road outside, the lights flashed and the signals chimed. A handful of early morning 


motorists stared as three young visitors climbed down, reaching the pavement moments before the 
train began to chug onward. 

The sun crept higher in the sky as they edged toward the center of town, walking slowly and 
navigating by smartphone. They were heading toward the Luxor docks, where they could catch a ferry 
across the river to the Valley of the Kings. 

“Man, it’s already really hot,” said Luke, fishing a battered Yankees cap out of his backpack. 

“We’re in the desert now,” said Ren, holding up her latest guidebook. 

“Doesn’t look like it,” said Luke. “Look at all these trees.” 

Ren lowered the book and raised her eyes. Evenly spaced palm trees lined the road, thick- 
trunked and branchless, with shocks of fronds on top that offered pools of shade in the sea of sunlight. 

“We’re on the Nile,” explained Alex. 

“No, you’re in denial,” said Luke, and once again Alex couldn’t tell if he was joking. 

The buildings got closer together as they walked. The whole city of Luxor looked like something 
out of an Egyptian history book. Alex knew that for thousands of years, this had been Thebes, the 
capital city and seat of power for some of Egypt’s greatest pharaohs. Reminders of their reigns were 
everywhere. The skyline was low and spiked with temple pylons and minarets. They passed ancient 
temples and weathered statues. There were legitimately old buildings and new ones designed to look 
that way. 

People stared at them openly as they walked. Cairo had offered overcrowded chaos, but Luxor 
met them with a sketchy ghost-town vibe. Locals were scarce so early in the morning, making the 
lean, hungry-eyed men creeping sleepily down the streets seem all the more threatening. 

Luke, who looked like an adolescent Viking, got the most stares. Alex got the fewest. Half- 
Egyptian, thanks to a father he’d never known, and dressed simply in jeans and a T-shirt, he almost 
blended in. As the sun got higher, the streets remained mostly empty. 

“Where is everyone?” said Ren. 

“Out of work and scared, I bet,” said Alex. “This is a tourist town. With everything that’s going 
on, you'd have to be crazy to visit now.” 

“Guess that makes us crazy,” said Luke. “But it’s still a lot nicer than Cairo.” 

“Should be even quieter once we get out to the Valley of the Kings,” said Alex, but even as he 
formed the words he got the unsettling feeling they might come back to haunt him. Nowhere had been 
quiet for him lately, not even a sleeper car. 

“Yeah, uh, what kind of kings are we talking about?” said Luke as they reached an intersection 
and waited to cross. 

“A lot of the big ones,” said Alex. “Ramses, Thutmose, Hatshepsut — though she was 
technically a queen.” 

“Really?” said Ren. 

“Yeah, a female pharaoh, powerful, too,” he said, but they’d lost Luke. Alex glanced over and 
saw his cousin’s eyes fully glazed. “And Tutankhamun,” he added. “King Tut.” 


Luke perked up. “I’ve heard of him. Dude was really young, right? I mean for a king.” 

“Yeah, like eighteen when he died,” said Alex. 

“Why’d he die so young?” said Luke. 

Alex shrugged. “A lot of people think he was murdered. His heart was missing when they found 
him. And my mom says there was a hole in his head.” 

“Yeah,” said Luke, “but people say that about me all the time.” 

Across the street, Alex found the street sign he was looking for: SHARIA AL-MAHATTA. “I think this 
will get us to the ferries,” he said, “but it will take us past the train station, so we have to be careful.” 
They needed to get out of town and over to the Valley of the Kings. The train had arrived by 
now, without them on it. If The Order was waiting for them, they’d probably already figured out the 
friends had gotten off early — and they’d be searching for them. They walked on, sunlight and open 
stares bearing down on them; their own eyes alert. They passed Luxor Temple and beyond that, just 

visible farther up Sharia al-Markaz, Karnak. 

The two legendary temple complexes were looming labyrinths of ornately carved stone: thick 
walls and massive columns, presided over by towering statues of the great pharaohs, some of them 
thirty feet tall. Alex, a museum kid to the core, normally would have longed to stop — but as Alex’s 
eyes scanned every inch of the dock along the river, it wasn’t more sights he was looking for. 

How many times had his mom talked about these places: this city, and the valley beyond? And 
now they knew she’d been here, just ten days earlier. Had they just missed her, Alex wondered, or 
were they about to find her? Maybe she was just beyond them now, in the valley. If she really was 
hiding, what better place than this forbidding desert that she knew so well? For the one-million-and- 
first time, he imagined finding her. He would run up and hug her, he knew that, but what would his 
first words be: “J missed you,” or “Why did you leave me?” 

They climbed aboard the waiting ferry and paid their fares. They quickly headed inside the 
cabin of the fat-bottomed boat, where it was cooler and they were finally out of open view. The ferry 
had been built for an army of tourists, but it was nearly empty as it pulled away from shore. 

“Which way are we headed?” said Luke. “I’m all turned around.” 

“West,” said Alex. “The dead were always buried on the western bank, because the sun dies 
there every night.” 

“Great,” said Luke sarcastically. “Dead and buried ... Let’s go there.” 

As Alex turned to gaze out the window at the swift, dark waters of the Nile, he could feel the 
copper wings of the scarab hot against his skin. It was the Returner, the symbol of a traveler between 
the world of the living and the world of the dead. And Alex had been in both worlds. 

A smile crept onto his face. 

“Yes,” he said. “Let’s.” 


The Far Shore 


“It’s so green,” said Ren as the ferry bumped slowly into its moorings. 

Alex looked around. The western bank was lined with fat-trunked trees and dense bushes, all 
soaking up the water that had given birth to Egyptian civilization five thousand years earlier, and 
sustained it ever since. 

As they filed off the boat, a few returning passengers filed on. Two of them moved gingerly, as if 
very old or injured. As they shuffled by, Alex couldn’t help but suck a sharp breath in through his 
teeth. 

Their faces and arms were horribly burned. And judging by their stiff, pained movements, that 
wasn’t all. 

“Don’t stare,” a voice whispered. 

Alex turned and saw a tall woman with dark brown hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail. 
His heart nearly stopped. But then he met her gaze, and instead of his mom’s steely blue-gray eyes, he 
saw a soft shade of hazel looking back at him. She looked away, turning to face one of the boat’s 
crew. 

“Shukran, ” she said, taking a tightly wrapped paper bundle from him and discretely slipping 
him a few folded bills. 

“Al’awf,”’ he said, nodding slightly. 


“I wasn’t staring,” said Alex, when she turned back to him. 

“You were,” she said, not harshly, but firmly enough to settle the matter. She was wearing 
threadbare khaki pants and a short-sleeved, button-up shirt that may once have been white. On her 
head was a faded red baseball cap with the white H of Harvard on the front. On her feet, the same 
sort of battered leather boots his mom had always packed for trips to the desert. 

Ren eyed the cap. She was the type of twelve-year-old who already had a first-choice college 
picked out, and Alex knew that was it. “I’m Ren,” she said. 

“Tm...” the lady began before pausing a beat. Alex had seen his mom do that, too, deciding 
whether to introduce herself as Dr. Bauer or Maggie. He knew immediately this lady was an 
academic. “Isadore,” she continued, “but you can call me Izzie. All of the other crazies out here do.” 

“How do you know we’re crazy?” said Alex, not bothering to deny it. 

Izzie’s only answer was another small smile and a quick look behind them for any signs of 
parents. 

“What happened to those people?” asked Ren. “Were they in a fire?” 

“Sunburn,” said Izzie. A strange expression flashed across her face. “They say it happened last 
night,” she said softly. 

“That’s impossible,” said Alex, remembering the open blisters on their faces, the wet stains 
oozing out from under the fresh gauze on their arms. 

But Izzie was already stepping briskly off the dock, and her only response was an over-the-back 
wave good-bye. 

They waded out into the parking lot, a fresh blast of heat hitting them as soon as they stepped on 
the sun-softened blacktop. Alex had no idea how two people could get such brutal sunburns at night, 
but he could easily see how it would happen during the day out here. He glanced at Luke’s Yankees 
cap and wished he’d thought to pack his Mets cap — sickly for most of his life, he’d always 
identified with underdogs. 

Alex looked around. They were at the gateway to what had long been one of the world’s top 
tourist destinations. But they seemed to be the only tourists there today, and a handful of eager taxi 
drivers were beginning to circle. Rising up in the distance behind them was the first phalanx of hotels. 

“A real hotel would be nice,” said Ren a little wistfully. “No rats ...” 

“We can’t get a hotel,” said Alex, lowering his voice as the first of the drivers approached. 
“Three kids with U.S. passports ... How long do you think it would take The Order to find out about 
that?” Left unsaid: Theres no way my mom will be there, either. 

Alex waved off the first few taxi drivers and headed for the edge of the parking lot. The other 
two followed. 

“Well, where, then?” said Ren. 

“Yeah,” said Luke. “What’s your big idea?” 

Alex had decided after nearly getting nabbed in the little shoe-box sleeper car: No more tight 
spaces. He pointed up at the low-slung building in front of them. The sign above it was crowded with 


a few dozen words in Arabic, but only two in English: CAMPING SUPPLIES! 
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“We go no farther,” the taxi driver said firmly. He pulled over to the side of the road, the desert 
stretching out around them. 

“We’re not even in the Valley of the Kings yet,” Alex said, scanning some of the signs next to the 
road. 

“Exactly,” said the driver. “It is too hot in the valley now.” 

It was one o’clock on the nose, and the sun was almost directly overhead. But Alex wasn’t sure 
that’s what the driver meant by “now.” Those burned arms and the bandages ... 

“Has something happened in the Valley of the Kings?” said Alex. “Has something changed?” 

“Everything has changed,” the driver said bitterly. “I leave you here, along with the other ...” He 
paused to find the right phrase and then spat it at them. “Thrill seekers.” 

They were dumped out into the sizzling heat along with all their stuff: their small backpacks 
stuffed inside big, new ones. It definitely wasn’t much of a thrill. Alex glanced up into the cloudless 
sky and was blinded by the blazing sun. 

“Where now?” said Ren. 

This time Alex had no answer. “Do I look like the kind of kid who’s been on campouts before?” 

“I have,” said Luke. “Hiking’s awesome for the legs. Throw in some rock climbing, and it’s a 
killer total body workout.” 

“Tm not looking for a killer workout,” said Ren. “Just, you know, not getting killed.” 

“Nice one, short-stuff,” said Luke, pointing at her with both index fingers. “Point is: The first 
thing you need to do is find shelter. Like from the wind —” 

“Or the heat,” said Alex, pulling his new hat out of his backpack. It was round and flat on top, 
with a bill in the front and a curtain of cloth in the back that covered his ears and neck. 

Luke and Ren glanced at each other and laughed softly. Alex pretended not to notice as he put it 


The landscape was mountainous at the edge of the valley. Long ridges scraped the sky in both 
directions, jagged, rocky fins erupting upward from the sunbaked ground. When Alex thought of 
desert, he thought of softly drifting sand, but the rim of the valley was stony and hard. He kicked the 
toe of his new boot into the ground and got a solid thud in return. He could feel the heat radiating up 
from it right through the leather. A sense of dread descended on him. This is an unforgiving 
landscape, he thought. 

He turned and looked toward Ren. Luke did, too. 

“What are you guys looking at me for?” she said. 

But they weren’t looking at her; they were looking at her amulet. 

“Ask it where the best shelter is,” said Alex. 


Ren’s reluctance was obvious: She refused to even look down at the ibis. 

“Come on,” said Luke. “It’s hot out here.” 

He had settled into a role that was less decision-maker than tie-breaker, joining Ren in laughing 
at Alex one minute and siding with Alex against her the next. Now she was outvoted. She frowned 
and then ... “Wait!” she said. “It’s telling me something.” 

“Really?” said Luke, gaping at the amulet. 

“You aren't even holding it,” said Alex, incredulous. Did she no longer need to do that? Had 
Ren somehow leapfrogged him in amulet use? 

“Yeeessss,” said Ren, her voice sounding ghostly and far away. 

They both watched, rapt, as she quickly knelt down. 

“The power of the ancient amulet is telling me ...” 

Her hands moved quickly, and a moment later she stood back up. 

“To use my eyes.” 

She was holding the new binoculars they’d just purchased at 40 percent off. 

“There’s some shadow up there, along the top of the ridge,” she said. “Looks like good shelter. 
And wait... Yeah ... There are some people camping up there already.” 

“I guess those are the ‘thrill seekers,’ ” said Alex. “Is there space for us up there? I mean, 
without getting too close?” 

“Plenty,” said Ren. 

“Let’s go there,” said Luke, hoisting his pack onto his back. “We can at least follow people who 
know what they’re doing.” 
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Base Camp 


The slope of the ridge was gentler toward the base, and they stayed low until they skirted around 
the other campsite. Ren knew the deal. They’d been ambushed repeatedly. None of them were in an 
especially trusting mood — and the phrase “thrill seekers” didn’t inspire much confidence, especially 
the way the taxi driver had said it. They were dripping with sweat by the time they dropped their stuff 
half a mile later, on a small, reasonably flat plateau just beneath the top of the ridge that encircled the 
valley. 

“How about here for the tent?” said Alex. 

“Okay,” said Ren. “You two set your tent up over there. P11 set mine up over here.” 

They all dropped their heavy packs onto the hot ground. 

“You bought your own?” said Alex. 

“Uh, yeah,” she said. “You boys stink.” 

Alex stood there, two half-moons of sweat under the arms of his T-shirt, and said, “Then why 
have I been lugging this circus tent around all day?” 

He tugged an oversized roll of green nylon from his pack as Luke removed the stakes and 
collapsible poles from his. Ren didn’t answer, already kneeling down to remove a small, light-blue 
pup tent from her pack. 

She unfolded the directions and began following them carefully. Fifteen minutes later, she was 
done. She stood back and considered her work: It looked exactly like the picture on the package. She 
nodded and looked over at Alex and Luke. 


It looked like they were playing Twister with twenty pounds of nylon. The instructions, utterly 
ignored, had blown halfway down the slope. 

“Little help?” said Alex, looking over. 

Ren considered it, but it was really hot out in the sun. They would have to settle for 
encouragement. “Good luck!” she called, and then climbed into her little tent to unpack. “Let me know 
when you’re done!” 

She pulled her stuff inside the warm, plastic-smelling air of the tent and spread out her new foam 
pad. She checked her phone. No surprise: no service out here in the desert. She wished she could lie 
down and rest, but they had a mission to get to. For just a second, she thought of that. Finding the 
Spells and putting an end to all this — going home! 

But there was a problem, too. Their plan involved the amulets. Alex’s with its radar for the 
undead and sixth sense for magic. And hers. She looked down at the ibis. The others thought it 
provided answers. “Ask it where the best shelter is ...” Like it was freaking Google! In her mind, 
though, it mostly just provided questions. And yet she knew she’d have to use it again — and soon. 
She got a sick feeling in her stomach. People called it butterflies, but she knew better. It was acid. It 
was nerves. 

Last time, the amulet had shown her a valley — it had basically told them what they already 
knew. What would it show her this time? And would she understand? 

She crawled back out of her tent and stood up into the sunlight. “Time to see the valley,” she 
called. 

The boys’ tent had taken shape, and that shape was lopsided. “Good enough,” said Alex, 
standing up and swiping his hands together. 

Luke looked at the ramshackle structure and high-fived him. 

Hiking the remaining distance up to the top of the ridge was hard for Ren with stiff new boots 
and short legs. The slope got steeper toward the top, and they leaned forward, using their hands and 
almost crawling. The sun was lower now, and the shade deeper as they neared the crest of the ridge. 
It should have been cooler, but ... 

“Its a million degrees up here,” said Luke. “I’m getting microwaved.” 

Alex was first to the top. As he ducked his head over the jagged crest and looked down into the 
valley, he made a face like he’d just stuck his head into a juicy garbage can. 

“What is it?” said Ren as Alex ducked back behind the shade of the ridge. 

“Its hot,” he said. “Total blast furnace.” 

Ren thought he was exaggerating, and then she popped her head over for a look. “Wow,” she 
said, pulling back. “You’re right. You could cook dinner in that.” 

She leaned against the steep, rocky ridge crest and slowly extended her hand. As soon as it hit 
the sunlight on the valley side, it felt like she was sticking it in an oven. 

“I guess that’s why the taxi driver wouldn’t go in,” said Luke, conducting a similar experiment 
with one chicken-winged elbow. 


Ren held up the binoculars and leaned forward. 

“Be careful,” said Alex. 

She nodded and scanned the valley floor as quickly as she could. As she fumbled with the knob 
to adjust the focus, she felt the metal heating up and her hair practically crisping. The sunlight made it 
feel as if someone were pressing a hot pan down on the top of her head. She stayed there for as long 
as she could — and then a moment longer. Finally, when it felt like her head was going to burst into 
flames, she pulled back into the shade and took a deep, gasping breath. 

She held the image in her head: the entire valley shimmering in the heat. It was a vast bowl of 
sunbaked ground, a sea of tan with patches of lighter sand and darker stone. And then there were the 
tombs: some little more than gaping holes in the ground, some with small structures and gates. At the 
edge of her vision, she’d seen some sort of large structure, a temple maybe. And everywhere there 
were signs and steps and places for large groups of people to line up. But there were no lines today. 
“There is no one down there,” she reported. 

“No one?” said Alex. 

“No one,” she confirmed, and they both knew who he meant. His mom might be smarter than 
most people, but she wasn’t any more heat resistant. 

“Tt would still be a great time to look around,” said Alex. “If we could.” 

“We would straight up burst into flames,” said Luke, spelling it out. 

“Maybe tonight, once the sun is down,” said Alex. 

Ren gave hima look. Every single time she had been in a tomb at night, she had nearly died. 
“Let’s go tomorrow morning,” she said. “Before the sun is really up.” 

“Yeah,” said Luke, breaking another tie. “I’m more of a morning person.” 

Alex didn’t push it. The valley was uninhabitable, at least during the day, and Ren could see that 
the discovery had thrown him. She looked at her best friend. So hopeful, she thought. He really 
thought she’d be there. 

They headed back down the ridge, half walking and half sliding, the sun sinking below the 
horizon by the time they arrived back at their camp. As their eyes adjusted to the sudden darkness, 
they saw a campfire burning in the other campsite. They set up their own sad little campfire with two 
cans of Sterno cooking fuel and sat around it on a sandy stretch of ground. Ren sat between the small 
pink flames and the other camp, shielding them from view. 

She looked around at the dark, quiet desert. Anything could be out here, she thought. She 
remembered Peshwar, a blade of red energy in her hand. Ren’s breath caught as she noticed a more 
immediate glow: a pair of ghostly green eyes approaching from the dark desert. Then she realized 
how low the eyes were to the ground. She hadn’t expected to smile that night, but she did now. “We 
have company,” she said, turning to greet their guest. 

Pai walked into the weak glow of the canned fuel. She had something in her mouth: jet black and 
pointy in all directions. She stalked past Luke, who crab-walked a few feet backward in the sand. 
“How did that creepy cat get here?” he said. 


Ren was wondering the same thing, but mostly she was wondering what that was in Pai’s mouth. 
The mummy cat looked up at Ren, a glimmer of pride in her glowing eyes, and then dropped the fat, 
black scorpion in the sand at her feet. “For me?” said Ren, staring down at the dead arachnid. “You 
shouldn’t have.” 
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The Valley of the Kings 


As early as it was, Alex’s eyes snapped open at the first chirps of his alarm. It was finally time 
to head into the Valley of the Kings. His mind was eager, but his body registered its protest as he sat 
up. He’d barely slept, having been woken up twice during the night by bursts of light so bright they lit 
the inside ofthe tent like a camera flash. At first he was worried they were flares, that someone was 
out searching for them, but by the time he got the flap unzipped and looked out, the desert was dark 
again. Lying awake afterward, he began to get a very bad feeling about this place. 

Now, as he fumbled around in the weak dawn light of the cramped tent, trying to put his socks 
on, the feeling became a question. The strange happenings in the valley were starting to fit an all-too- 
familiar pattern. What was causing the strange light and incredible heat out here? he wondered. 
What ... or who? 

It suddenly occurred to him how someone could get a sunburn at night ... A Death Walker. Now 
he was awake. He pulled on his second sock in one clean movement and used that sock to kick Luke. 
“Come on, man,” he said. “It’s not getting any cooler out there.” 

Luke groaned and pulled his thin, reflective camping blanket in closer. “Seems pretty cool in 
here,” he said. 

“T'm putting my boots on,” warned Alex. “Don’t make me kick you again.” 

“T will beat you like pancake batter, little man,” said Luke, but he was already sitting up. 

Alex adjusted his new hat and exited the tent. He waited impatiently for the others. His mom had 
been here. He was sure of it. Why else would she come to Luxor? Maybe there were signs in the 


valley, things only he would recognize ... 

Ren emerged from her tent next. Finally, he thought. 

“Where’s your friend?” he said. 

“Back on the hunt, I guess,” said Ren. 

“Tell her to bring a burger next time,” said Luke, emerging from the tent. “Not another bug.” 

The three friends headed down the slope, Alex in the lead and the others trudging silently a few 
steps back. They reached the place the taxi had refused to go past the day before, and this time they 
kept going. The sun was a broken red yolk, leaking upward over the horizon, and the rocky slopes 
above them were still streaked with deep purple shadows as the group of three entered the Valley of 
the Kings. 

They wouldn’t be alone for long. 
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The walls ofthe valley loomed above them, holding the low sun at bay and casting the landscape into 
deep shadow. It felt like a secret world. The hard-packed ground had been worn smooth by the boots 
ofa million tour groups, but it was empty and quiet now. A little swirl of sand swept by them like a 
toy tornado, and they all watched it — Ren especially — until it collapsed in a knee-high shower of 
sand. Alex reached up and wiped his forehead. The air was already hot. Too hot for this dim morning 
hour, but still bearable. 

“We won’t be able to stay here long,” he said, looking up at the sun’s ominous glow, growing 
along the ridgeline. They were approaching the open mouth of the first tomb. “Time to get to work. 
Use your amulet, Ren.” 

“You first,” Ren countered quickly. 

Alex shrugged and took hold of the scarab. Immediately, his pulse quickened and his system 
revved. It was a physical rush not so different from fear, from the charged moment right before the 
roller-coaster car plunges downward. He closed his eyes for a few steps, trying to open himself up to 
whatever the scarab had to say. 

The others watched closely as Alex searched his mind for the little shimmer at the edge of his 
senses that would tell him of magic and death. He let the scarab fall from his hands. 

“What?” said Ren, who’d seen him do this before. “Nothing?” 

He looked at her, his eyes wide with wonder. “It’s everywhere,” he said. 

“Oh, great,” said Luke. 

Alex didn’t know quite how to explain it. The shimmer wasn’t at the edge of his senses this time. 
Instead, it covered them like a fog. But it was blurred, indistinct. Looking for the supernatural activity 
in a valley full of tombs in a haunted country was like trying to find a puff of smoke in a fog bank. But 
there were other methods. 

They’d passed the first tomb and were about to pass another. It was one of the lesser-known 


tombs, on the outskirts of the Valley of the Kings. It was barely even marked. “Let’s try in here,” said 
Alex. 

“Is it something you sensed?” said Ren, a hint of fear in her voice. 

Alex pointed to his left ear. “Something I heard.” 

The three friends stopped walking and listened. Faint pings and clicks and thumps emanated 
from the open mouth of the little tomb. Alex reached into his backpack and pulled out his flashlight. 
He didn’t know who was making those noises, but anyone already in the valley might have seen his 
mom. 

Ren reluctantly reached into her pack and pulled out her own flashlight. She clicked it on and 
looked at the strong light approvingly. “At least we have new batteries,” she said. 

“Awesome,” said Luke. “We can throw them at the mummies.” 

They crept through a gate of thick, white-painted metal bars, unlocked and wide open, and into 
the dark mouth of the tomb. Alex heard Ren groan softly, but he had the opposite reaction. He felt 
distinctly, undeniably comfortable as they headed down into the sacred ground. It was as if this was 
where he belonged. He shook his head hard to dislodge the thought. 

The pings and clacks and thumps got louder with each step they took, echoing through the narrow 
tunnel. And then, abruptly, they stopped. 

“Uh-oh,” said Ren, and as soon as she did, a voice called out in response. ““Who’s there? Who is 
that?” 

Alex reached desperately for his amulet with his free hand. They’d given themselves away with 
their flashlights and footsteps. But then he placed the voice. 

“Izzie?” he said. 

The odd academic from the docks appeared in front of them. Alex’s flashlight beam cut across 
her face and lit the white H on her baseball cap. “Oh, it’s you,” she said. “You kids gave us a scare.” 

“Us?” said Ren. 

Izzie turned and said, “It’s okay, Bridger.” 

As she did, the tunnel behind her began to glow. A man appeared, kneeling next to a portable 
electric lantern and turning it up. The man wore a stained shirt that hung over his massive gut and an 
old-fashioned fedora hat that looked almost dainty in comparison. Behind him was a large chamber 
and two more men. 

Alex sized them up in the dim light of the lantern: button-down shirts in the desert, wire-frame 
glasses, good boots, Izzie’s Harvard cap and Bridger’s Indiana Jones fedora. He knew this type. 

“You're archaeologists,” he said, the relief clear in his voice. 

“How do you know that?” said Bridger, as if Alex had accused them all of something. 

Alex suddenly realized that they all had their hands behind their backs. “Um,” he said, his relief 
fading. “Because my mom is, too. Her name is Maggie Bauer. Dr. Maggie Bauer.” 

Despite the strange situation, Alex felt a wild, electric hope as he said the words. He was sure 
they’d know the name. Any archaeologist would right now: her name and probably her face. She was 


the woman who had found the legendary Lost Spells. Had they seen her? 

But the group’s response was anything but electric. A heavy silence filled the tomb. Small 
movements cast long shadows in the lantern light, and a distinct chill went through the warm, stale air. 
“You should go,” said one of the men. 

Ren tried to thaw things out. “I’m Ren,” she said cheerily. “Are you camping up along the 
ridge?” 

“Maybe,” said Bridger. 

“Well, I’m not waiting any longer,” said one of the men. “We barely have another hour.” 

“Me either,” said Bridger, moving away from the lantern. 

Alex heard a chipping sound: plik, plik, plik ... And then a chopping sound: thunk, thunk, thunk 
... Something was happening along the shadowy walls of the chamber. He swung his own flashlight 
around for a better look. 

He couldn’t believe it. 

Bridger was standing against the wall with a rock hammer in his hand, dislodging a stone relief. 
The piece was intricately carved, covered in deep-cut hieroglyphic symbols, and thousands of years 
old. 

“What are you doing?” said Alex. 

“If I don’t do it, someone else will,” said Bridger without bothering to pause his plunder. 

“That’s tomb robbing!” said Ren. 

Alex saw her swing her flashlight toward Izzie, an appeal to the clear leader of the group to 
control her own. But Izzie was doing the same thing! 

She didn’t even turn around as the light danced across the back of her sweat-stained shirt. 
“Stop!” shouted Ren. 

Now Izzie turned around. “I’m sorry,” said Izzie, shielding her eyes from Ren’s accusing 
flashlight. “I guess you’re too young to understand. Only the most important tombs are being guarded 
now. These objects are vulnerable. We are saving them.” 

“You are stealing them!” said Alex. 

The room grew deathly quiet again. Alex suddenly realized that they were outnumbered by four 
adults with sharp-tipped hammers in their hands. He didn’t care. “My mom would never do this!” 

“Well, she’s not here anymore,” said Bridger. 

Alex nearly fell over, a single word echoing like cannon fire in his brain. “What —” he 
stammered. “What do you mean ‘anymore’?” 

“Nothing,” said Izzie before he’d even finished asking. “Shut up, Bridger. You talk too much. 
And J will not be lectured by children! It is time for you three to go.” 

Alex was still staring at Bridger. 

He still hadn’t answered the question. 

“But you’re not supposed to be like this,” Ren said to Izzie, her words heavy with 
disappointment. “You’re from Harvard.” 


“Formerly from Harvard,” said Izzie. “This is my ticket back ... Now get out of here.” 

“Hold on a second,” said Bridger, and suddenly the beam of his flashlight played across the 
front of Ren’s shirt. “That’s a nice necklace ... An ibis, isn’t it?” 

Another flashlight beam swung around, framing the amulet. 

Alex instinctively stepped in front of his friend, his hand rising to the amulet around his own 
neck. “Yeah, I’ve got one, too, guys.” 

“Yeah, seriously,” said Luke, taking a step toward Bridger. “Back off, man.” 

“That’s enough,” said Izzie. “We are not thieves.” 

Alex didn’t bother to point out that she was saying that with a rock hammer in her hand and the 
dust of ancient limestone on her face. He looked away from her in disdain and turned back to Bridger. 
He said his next words very clearly. “What do you mean ‘anymore’?” His hand was still on his 
amulet, and he knew he could level this big man with a blast of wind or batter him with his own 
hammer, but a single sound changed the equation. 

Klickk! 

In the dim lantern light, Alex couldn’t even see which one of them had cocked the gun. He 
recalculated. He wanted to push the issue, to make the man tell him what he’d meant. If it was just him 
— and his scarab — he would have. But Ren and Luke were there, too. A single shot in this tight 
space, a single ricochet ... Still, he needed to know if this man had seen his mom. “I don’t think you 
understand the danger you’re in,” said Alex, tightening his grip on the scarab. 

Bridger laughed as he switched his hammer to his left hand and removed something from under 
his untucked shirt with his right. Alex didn’t need to wait for the click to know it was a second gun. “I 
don’t think you do, either, little boy.” 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Izzie, stepping forward. “Just tell him, Bridger. We don’t want to 
shoot children.” 

Bridger made no move to put his very large revolver away, but he relented slightly. “Fine,” he 
said. “I saw Bauer coming out of KV 62 ... eight, nine days ago. Your mother never did have time for 
the small stuff.” He waved his pistol vaguely around the small tomb to make his point. 

Alex gobbled up the fresh information greedily, but that didn’t mean he was going to let this guy 
insult his mom. “Yeah, she never stole it, either!” 

Bridger smiled wickedly. “No,” he said, “not the small stuff...” 

Alex took a step toward him; Bridger raised his pistol. 

“Enough!” said Izzie. “He told you what he saw. Now do your part and stop wasting our 
valuable time.” 

Alex looked around: long shadows, drawn guns, unfriendly faces. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s go.” 

The three friends backed carefully out of the desecrated chamber. 

“Where are we going?” said Ren as they reached the main tunnel. 

“KV 62,” said Alex. He knew exactly which tomb that was — there wasn’t an Egyptologist’s 
son who didn’t — and he understood Bridger’s jab, too. KV 62 was no one’s idea of “small stuff.” 


And with three little words, Alex clued the others in as well. “King Tut’s tomb.” 


Mi 


Burned 


They crossed the sunbaked boneyard. At first Ren complained bitterly about the tomb robbers, 
digging deep for something hurtful to say and coming up with: “I hope they never get tenure!” But with 
sand and hot wind blowing in their faces, it was easier not to talk. Alex leaned forward into it, like a 
dog tugging hard on his leash. 

It wasn’t hard to find Tut’s tomb. KV 62 was the valley’s main attraction, and there were signs 
for it spread around, in various languages. But time was becoming a major issue. Dawn had become 
early morning. The sun rose higher, and the heat did, too. It was over 100 degrees already, and 
climbing rapidly. 

“Look,” said Alex, pointing. “Here it is.” 

It was a sad scene as they approached. One of the world’s major tourist destinations stood 
exposed: no lines and no tourists. A broken-down cab puttered around the corner and into view as 
they approached, as if summoned by the prospect of paying customers. As the kids arrived at the 
tomb, the driver lowered his window and smiled. 

“You are just in time!” he said, his accent thick but his English solid. “I was on my way out of 
the valley. I can take you!” He gave them a price. 

“Could you stay here?” said Ren, pointing toward the tomb. “While we go in?” 

The man glanced nervously up at the sun and shook his head. “It will be too hot very soon.” 

“It isn’t even eight,” said Alex. He couldn’t leave without checking out the tomb. His mom had 
been inside there — maybe she was in there now! 


“You don’t understand,” said the driver. “The heat. It is not normal. It is not ...”” He searched for 
the English word and then found it: “Natural.” 

“One hour,” said Luke, and then doubled the price the man had quoted. 

“Half hour,” said the man, and then tripled it. 

They shook hands. 

The friends hurried past a large sign out front, with Arabic text on top and below that: 


TOMB OF 
TUT ANKH AMUN 
NO: 62 


Alex felt a thrill go through him: history and possibility and fear all at once. 

And there was something else. Something he’d sensed. Because as hot as the air was, his amulet 
was hotter. Even through his shirt, he could feel it: hotter and more electric the closer they got. Now 
he reached up and wrapped his left hand around it. His internal radar screen lit up, and it was no 
vague shimmer this time. 

“What is it?” said Ren. 

Alex answered: “Something big.” 

Is it the Lost Spells, he wondered, or something more dangerous? 
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“Keep an eye out for the guards,” said Alex, as he pushed aside an open metal gate. 

The others nodded, eyes wide open, flashlights on, as they plunged into the hushed darkness of 
the tomb. The friends swung the beams from side to side, on edge and on guard. “Hello!” Alex called. 
No answer. 

His heart pounded with each new chamber they entered. But King Tut’s tomb was surprisingly 
small — only four chambers, like a heart — and it soon became clear that they were alone. The 
disappointment was a bitter pill, but Alex swallowed it and tried to concentrate on the details around 
them. The walls were light on paintings and hieroglyphic writing. The boy king had been buried in a 
hurry and in a tomb meant for someone else. His feet had even been chopped off to fit him into the 
secondhand sarcophagus. Alex had heard all the theories: disease, murder, betrayal ... They had just 
entered the third room, the burial chamber, when Alex heard Ren scream. 

He swung his flashlight around, grasping for his amulet with his other hand, but she was already 
apologizing. 

“Sorry, sorry,” she said, her own flashlight beam resting on a pile of charred cloth and very 
white bone. “It’s bones,” she said. “Skeletons.” 

Alex didn’t scream, but he nearly blacked out. Stars filled his eyes. Mom? 


“I think we found the guards,” answered Ren, a slight tremble in her voice. 

Alex forced himself to breathe, to focus. The three friends washed the piled remains with their 
flashlight beams. Scraps of scorched uniform; the remains of a pistol, its melted barrel drooping 
down like a water faucet; two skulls, two large rib cages. Men. Alex’s horror turned to a guilty sort of 
relief. The bones were bleached pure white, as if by the sun. He remembered the taxi driver’s words: 
This heat isnt ... natural. 

The heat, the flashes of light turning night to day, the bleached bones ... This confirmed what 
he’d been thinking. 

“I think we might be in trouble, guys,” he said. “I think there’s a Death Walker in the valley.” 

Ren turned toward Alex, her eyes wide with both fear and realization. “The heat — it’s a plague 

“Oh, great,” said Luke. 

Ren took out her phone and glanced at the time. “We need to hurry up.” 

A quick check of the fourth chamber — the now empty treasury — revealed no more bones. His 
mom wasn’t there, either. He looked down at the amulet that had once been hers. There was no Death 
Walker here now, no mummies ... And yet the scarab had lit up as strongly as it ever had. It still felt 
hot and charged against his shirt. Had he been right? Was it sensing the undead — or the death magic 
of the Spells? He wanted more time to look around. He knew from experience that tombs hid their 
secrets well. “How about one more look around?” he said. 

“The taxi is going to leave, Alex!” said Ren. 

“But ...” he began. 

Luke put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. His grip was friendly but definitely firm. “If that dude 
leaves,” he said. “We are toast.” 

Alex exhaled. Thoughts of his mom jostled with memories of the scorched skeletons. “Okay,” he 
said. They'd have to come back. 

They rushed out of the tomb, but as they did he saw something that stopped him cold. “That’s 
weird,” he said. 

It was high up on the wall near the entrance, half in light and half in shadow: a charcoal-black 
disk with long, thin lines extending down. Each line ended in an ankh, an ancient symbol for life that 
looked like a cross witha loop on top. 

“What is it?” said Ren, her eyes flicking between the image and the exit. The intense heat from 
outside was already hitting them. 

“Its an Aten. A sun disk. Tut abolished that religion,” said Alex, as if explaining who George 
Washington was. “It shouldn’t be here.” 

“We shouldn’t be here, either, bro,” said Luke. 

Alex knew he was right, but this charred graffiti felt important. He craned his neck for a closer 
look. If he could just tell how it was made ... or when ... And that’s when they heard the taxi’s engine 
sputter to life. They pushed through the gate and rushed out to the road — just in time to see the taxi 


speed away. From the backseat, Bridger and the other two men waved gleefully. The back of Izzie’s 
red cap was just visible in the front. 

“Those snakes!” said Ren. 

Luke took off running after them, but stopped after only a few steps, already sweating. It was at 
least ten degrees hotter than it had been half an hour earlier, well over 110 now. 

“I can’t believe we lost our ride because of some symbol painted on the wall,” said Ren, giving 
Alex a side-eye. 

Alex stood in the baking, hard-packed sand and watched the taxi turn the corner. “It didn’t look 
painted,” he mumbled, distracted. “It looked burned.” 

Burned, just like the bones had been. 

Just like they were about to be. 

“Okay, let’s go,” said Ren, pointing back the way they’d come, a long and winding route. 

“No,” said Alex, tilting his head up toward the brutal sun, his concern rising as the temperature 
did. “If we don’t find a shortcut, we won’t make it out alive. You’ve got to use the amulet.” 

Ren hesitated, and Alex saw her looking around for options. ““Couldn’t we go back inside?” she 
said, looking back over her shoulder. 

“All day?” said Luke. “With the bones?” 

“Ren, come on!” said Alex. “Ifa Death Walker did that, it could come back, and we’d be 
trapped, with no Book of the Dead to fight it.” 

Ren swallowed. “Fine,” she said. “P1 try.” 


mma 


Ren closed her left hand around the ibis. Even in the blistering day, the pale white stone felt cool 
against her fingers. Think, she told herself. Think hard: How do we get out of the valley? She felt her 
pulse race, and a rapid-fire slide show of images flashed through her mind so fast that she gasped. 

A path, low and sandy; the sun cut in half by a high ridge; a man in robes; a dark gap in light 
Stone ... 

She released the amulet, overwhelmed. 

“What did you see?” said Alex, leaning in. 

How could she explain it to him? How could she tell him the simple truth: 7 don t know. 

“Too much,” she said. “And not enough.” 

His expression sank. Even Luke, standing next to him, made a stink face. She always worked so 
hard to have all the answers, and now all this stupid amulet did was give her questions. Unless ... 
“Maybe I know which way to go, though?” she said, remembering the first image, the path. 

“Really?” said Alex. 

The sun beat down on her. She felt like she was being baked. Focus, Ren! She concentrated on 
the second image. “We need to follow a path and then head up the ridge,” she said. 


“Okay,” said Alex, desperation growing in his voice. “But which way? This place is full of 
paths.” 

Ren thought hard. If they went in the wrong direction, they were fried. She’d seen the sun cut in 
half by the ridgeline in her vision. It had been rising. “East,” she said, pointing toward the morning 
sun. 

“You're sure?” said Luke. His face was bright red beneath his cap. 

She nodded. They needed to move, and it was the best she had. “We need to find a higher 
ridgeline.” At least they were headed in the same direction the taxi had gone. 

They moved along the valley floor as fast as they could in the punishing heat, looking up 
occasionally to size up the ridge above them. They stayed off the little road and followed a winding 
path that hugged the base of one of the limestone cliffs that formed the edge of the valley. The morning 
sun was still low enough that the ridgeline above them offered some shade. 

Still, the temperature was climbing steadily. Ren felt her body temperature rising, too. It was 
like she had a fever inside and out. 

She looked at the others: Alex in his silly hat, Luke in his cap, both pouring sweat, leaning 
forward as they marched grimly along. 

We won t last long, she thought. 

“I feel trapped down here,” muttered Luke. 

Alex nodded. “When the sun comes over that ridge, we’ Il be baked alive,” he said. 

“We need to get out!” said Luke. He veered to the side and scrambled up the valley wall. 

But the combination of hard stone and shifting sand made climbing too hard, and Ren watched as 
he slid back down to where he started. 

Alex turned to her. “Does any of this look familiar?” he said. 

His voice was pleading, desperate. Ren looked out at the path in front of them and up at the 
ridge. When it came right down to it, one desert path looks a lot like another. So did one rocky ridge. 
Her earlier confidence evaporated, and for a moment she wished she’d never found the ibis. She 
peered into the distance again. She saw a wall of wavy heat haze rising from a dark strip of road 
running along the sun-blasted valley floor. She followed it with her eyes. 

“Ts that a little building?” she said. 

The others whipped their heads around. 

“Maybe it has AC!” said Luke, taking off at a run. Alex followed. Ren refused to run after them. 
It was just a little hut on the side of the road. It didn’t have air conditioning. Where would it even get 
the electricity? 

She arrived just in time to see Alex and Luke rushing back out of what she now realized was a 
one-room guard booth or checkpoint, maybe both. She saw the familiar logo of the Supreme Council 
painted on the side, white paint on red, all of it peeling from the heat. 

“Any cooler inside?” she asked, knowing the answer. 

“Tt’s like an oven!” said Alex, stuffing something square and plastic into his backpack. 


“Is that a binder?” said Ren, a bit of an expert on the subject. 

“Irs the visitor log,” he said. “From the guard booth.” 

The group left the little red oven behind and trudged on, deeper into the deep fryer. The sliver of 
shadow shrank, forcing them closer and closer to the valley wall. But then ... 

“Let’s ask him how to get out!” said Alex, pointing. 

Ren followed his finger and couldn’t believe it. There was a man walking toward them. He was 
out in the open sunlight and his entire bottom half was obscured by the heat haze. But one thing was 
clear: He was wearing loose-fitting desert robes — just like the man the ibis had shown her. 

“Hey!” called Ren. 

“Dude!” called Luke. 

The man adjusted his course immediately, turning to head toward them. And for just a second, 
Ren had a bad feeling. 

The man’s head was wrapped in white cloth, with just a narrow gap for his eyes. Was he a 
desert tribesman? wondered Ren. A nomad? She’d read about them, how they could survive in even 
the harshest conditions. 

His robes were loose and lightweight. Their light color matched the sand, and she could see 
how they might offer some protection from the brutal heat. The man was no more than ten feet away 
now. 

“Hello!” Alex called with as much cheer as he could muster. 

Ren searched the man’s eyes for any sign of kindness or understanding and found none. Alex 
must have seen the same thing, because she saw him take hold of his amulet. 

Now the man did speak — a handful of words — but Ren didn’t understand the language. Alex 
replied, and she couldn’t understand that, either. She’d seen this before. The amulet was allowing him 
to speak ancient Egyptian. But that meant ... 

Before she could finish her thought, the man stepped into the shadow cast by the ridge, and 
everything about him changed. His loose clothing shimmered and faded away, gone just like the heat 
haze that had surrounded him. In its place, an ancient outfit: a white tunic laced with golden thread, a 
white kilt of similar material, sandals on his feet. And on his head: an ornate headdress. The face 
beneath it was dark tan, the color of a fawn’s fur, and horribly blistered. 

Now Ren knew exactly what they were facing — and how much trouble they were in. 

“Holy —” began Luke, but before he got any further, a pulse of pure white light flashed out from 
the man’s eyes. All three friends called out in pain and surprise. Every inch of exposed skin had been 
suddenly and severely sunburned, but they had a bigger problem. Ren blinked, testing. 

She was blind. 

“Death Walker!” Alex shouted. Ren cupped her hands over her light-stung eyes. All she could 
see were swirls of yellow and orange. 

“Run!” called Alex. “Follow my voice!” 

But the first thing Ren heard was Alex tripping and falling heavily to the ground. 


Ren turned and tried to run. She made it five steps before her boot caught on some unseen edge 
and sent her sprawling. The hard-packed, sunbaked ground scraped her palms. 

She felt a whoosh of air and knew it was Luke rushing past, faster and more coordinated by a 
mile. She scrambled to her feet as her eyes began to clear. 

She turned and squinted at the man. He was standing with his head tilted toward the sky and his 
arms raised above him. In between his outstretched hands — and in between the pinpricks of light 
dotting her vision — she saw a roiling ball of fire. The flames swirled in a circle and licked outward 
greedily. She could feel the heat of the thing on her face. 

The swirling ball of flames grew larger, and the man’s face tilted down toward the spot where 
she stood transfixed, hypnotized by the liquid fire. Her feet wouldn’t move, but her mind was racing 
back toward the piled bones in the tomb. She knew all too well that Death Walkers fed on souls, and 
now she understood that this one preferred hot meals. 

He smiled as he saw the horror dawn on her face. 

He pulled his arms back. When his arms came forward, so would the flames. 


mma 


Alex’s eyes were dazzled, his knees were skinned, and his left hand was wrapped so hard around his 
scarab that its wings threatened to punch right through the skin of his palm. Once again, the Death 
Walker spoke, shouting the same question he had asked before: “Little children, who do you 
worship?” 

Alex knew that ancient Egyptians could be very particular about their many gods, but he had a 
more pressing question in mind: How do you stop a walking undead flamethrower? 

As the Walker’s fierce, predatory eyes focused on Ren, as his arms swung back like a pitcher 
about to deliver some high heat, Alex swept his free hand back and swiftly forward. 

The wind that comes before the rain ... His amulet had desert magic, and they were in the 
desert now. A wind more powerful than Alex expected rose instantly and swept across the floor of the 
valley. Alex braced himself as it rushed past, nearly toppling him. The wind carried with it a 
swirling, stabbing sea of sand. He felt a thousand sharp stings against his exposed arms. His hat flew 
off and forward, and now he felt the stings against his neck and cheeks, too. 

Scraped up off the valley floor and carried along, the sand was so thick that it seemed to block 
out the sun itself. The world turned tan and then almost black. Alex saw the glow ofthe flaming orb 
smothered completely. As it blinked out, he closed his eyes against the stinging tumult. 

A moment later, it was over. The sand and wind had passed. Alex opened his eyes to find Ren 
hunched over on the ground, hands shielding her head. Luke was a little farther back, bent over, 
spitting out sand. The Death Walker had dropped to one knee, his headdress slightly askew. 

He looked up, and Alex’s breath caught. Sand clung to the Walker’s face, wet from the oozing 
blisters, and he glared at his enemy with eyes that were now glowing red. 


“RUN!” called Alex. 

They rushed past the Walker as he slowly rose to his feet. They gave him a wide berth — except 
for Luke, who shouldered directly into him. There was a sizzling sound as he made contact. 

“Aaah!” cried Luke. 

But the impact had done its job, knocking the Walker back to the ground. 

Injured or not, Luke ran like a gazelle. “Are you okay?” shouted Alex as his cousin quickly 
caught up. 

“No!” shouted Luke. “Felt like tackling a campfire.” 

After a few more strides, Alex risked a quick look back. The Death Walker was on his feet now. 
His hands were raised above him, and in between them, a ball of flame was forming. Alex kicked it 
up a gear, still amazed at his new health, still testing its limits. It was torture to run in this heat, but 
crazy desperation fueled him. His body responded, his engine revved, but at any second he expected 
it all to end in flames. 

He’d caught the Walker off guard. He knew it wouldn’t work again. By the time he turned and 
faced him, he’d be a pile of ash and bone. 

Alex searched for some escape, but to their left, the limestone face of the valley wall rose 
steeply. To their right, the ground was exposed and bathed in brutal sun. 

“Over here!” said Ren, already veering toward the base of the slope. 

“Why?” he shouted in between gasps for air. “Where?” 

But now he saw it: a gap in between two jutting wedges of limestone. The opening was narrow, 
barely as wide as he was, but the darkness within hinted at depth. “Is that a cave or —” 

“Just go!” Luke shouted, passing him. 

Alex heard a crackling sound growing behind him as he took a sharp left on the fly. A fireball 
whooshed past him. He felt its searing heat as it passed, scalding his skin even though it missed. 

The Death Walker roared his disapproval behind them — and the roar sounded close. A quick 
glance back confirmed it. He was rushing toward them at incredible speed, sandals slapping sand. 

Alex turned to see Luke and Ren running for the crevice in the valley wall, just steps ahead of 
him. It was a thin slice of pure black cutting deep into the base of the slope. It could hold anything or 
nothing at all — and the friends hit it at a dead run. 

Alex saw Ren disappear into the darkness. 

And then Luke. 

And then it was his turn. He closed his eyes and braced himself, expecting to run straight into the 
back of a cave, or at least his friends. Instead, he ran into a dark, narrow passage. 

“This way!” Ren shouted from somewhere up ahead, her voice echoing off the limestone that 
surrounded them. 

He followed the narrow, sloping passage: forward and up. 

“Hurry!” he shouted, risking a quick look back at the wedge of light at the entrance. “He’s right 
behind us.” 


Alex’s heart hammered in his chest and his entire right side burned. The claustrophobic darkness 
raised his fear to near panic. His frantic mind could form only the most basic questions: Where did 
this passage go? Were they just moving deeper into the mountain? Wedging themselves in? 

The sound of footsteps and hard, sharp breaths filled the narrow stone gap at first, but soon 
another sound rose up. A crackling sound, like a thousand insects feeding. 

“Go, go, go!” called Alex from the end of the line. 

Up ahead, Ren finally managed to wrestle the flashlight free from her pack. She clicked it on just 
in time to avoid running into the wall at a sharp bend in the passageway. 

She swung around the corner, then Luke. Alex thrust his left hand out to avoid crashing into the 
wall as he made the sharp turn to the right. The fireball hit the wall a split-second later. 

Flames licked around the corner, and the passageway lit up and filled with a wave of heat that 
nearly buckled Alex’s knees. But the thing had extinguished itself on the wall. 

And now there was light up ahead. Not fire, but sunlight. 

The friends made for the opening as fast as they could, but their heavy legs and overheated 
systems couldn’t manage more than a jog. Ren stumbled out first. Then Luke. Alex took one last look 
back, but all he saw was gray smoke curling in the darkness. 

He turned and burst into sunlight. Ren and Luke were bent over with their hands on their knees 
on the slope of the ridge, balanced on a small ledge that protruded like a lower lip under the cave’s 
open mouth. The valley spread out below them. Luke stuck out his arm to prevent Alex from toppling 
off it. 

Alex nodded his thanks, then bent over and coughed smoke out of his lungs. He looked up, trying 
to gauge the distance to the top of the ridge. 

“Look at this,” said Luke. “I think it’s a path.” 

Alex looked and would have pumped his fist if he’d had the energy. An old footpath led upward 
from the ledge, cutting back and forth across the face of the slope, leading toward the top of the ridge 
and out of the valley. Alex looked back at the passage and understood: a secret escape route for the 
tomb raiders that pillaged the valley in ancient times. Tired, overheated, burned, thirsty, and cramping 
badly in his side, Alex fell into line behind the other two and followed the path as best he could. 
“How did you know that cave would save us?” he said to Ren’s back once he had some fresh air back 
in his lungs. 

“T didn’t, really,” said Ren. “But I was hoping it wouldn’t try to kill me twice.” 

Alex wasn’t really sure what she meant, but the climb was too tough for follow-up questions or 
complicated answers. Instead, he kept his feet moving and his eyes peeled. There was no sign of the 
Walker on the slope below them, but there was trouble above. The rising sun was eating away at the 
last of the shade. The heat was unforgiving as they climbed. They trudged on, bent over and silent 
except for their labored breathing, until eventually they made it. 

At some point during the climb, he’d passed Ren. Now he reached back and tugged her over the 
top of the ridge with him. Luke was already collapsed on the ground. The air was instantly cooler on 


the other side. Even the direct heat of the desert sun paled in comparison to the supernatural sauna of 
the valley itself. For maybe a minute, all they did was lie on their backs and breathe. 

Luke dug his water bottle out of his pack, took a swig, and then passed the bottle to his cousin. 

It was the best thing Alex had ever tasted. He took two greedy gulps, wiped his mouth, and 
passed the bottle to Ren. She took a sustained gulp that would have made a camel proud. 

“You were hoping what wouldn’t try to kill you twice?” said Alex, finally picking up the 
question he’d let drop on the climb. “The Death Walker?” 

Ren looked up into the bright blue sky and shook her head. “My amulet,” she said. 


alll 
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A Visitor in the Night 


Darkness had fallen. The temperature had dropped, but Alex could still feel the heat radiating off 
his skin on the side the Death Walker’s fireball had passed. Luke had blisters where he’d touched the 
Walker. And Ren was just as sunburned as the rest of them from the blinding blast of light. 

They sat in front of the small fire they’d built, moving as little as possible. Everything hurt. “I 
need, like, some lotion or something,” said Luke, poking at a blister near his elbow. 

He was sitting in a folding chair. Along with a small stack of dried-out firewood, also currently 
in use, the chair was the only thing that had been left of the tomb robbers’ campsite. After being caught 
hammer-handed, Alex figured the secretive crooks had sought out an even more remote hideout. 

“This whole thing was a trap,” moaned Ren, keeping the complaint ball rolling. “Hesaan knew 
there was a Death Walker here, and he sent us right to it...” 

“Explains why there was someone on the train here, too,” offered Luke. 

Alex barely heard them. He was too busy scouring the visitor’s log he’d taken from the council’s 
guard booth. The plastic cover was partially melted, and the pages inside were dried and crisp. They 
reminded Alex of ancient papyrus, and they might as well have been. 

He turned to the next page and tipped it toward the glow of the fire. Once again, he was 
confronted with row after row of scrawled names and dates. Most of the entries were in Arabic, but 
he concentrated on the English entries. There was one column for printed names, another for 


signatures, and another for what must have been reason for visit. The occasional date in English told 
him he was in the right range ... 

“Well, whatever,” said Ren. “Because they sent the wrong three kids into this trap. We know 
what to do with a Death Walker.” 

Luke sat back and released a do we have to groan, and Alex looked up from his logbook. 

“This thing is killing people, Luke,” Ren continued. “We need to get the Book of the Dead. Il 
bet there’s one in Luxor. And we need to figure out who this Death Walker is, so we know which 
spell to use against him.” 

Alex looked at the fire and blinked a few times, trying to reset his eyes after too much dim-light 
reading. He was sure there was something going on in Tut’s tomb. The bones, the burned Aten ... But 
most of all, the feeling he’d gotten from his amulet. It wouldn’t light up like that for nothing. It had to 
be something big. And if it was the Spells, hidden somewhere inside there ... 

“Okay,” he said. This time he was the tie-breaker. “We need to go back to KV 62, and we can’t 
go back into the valley without some way to fight that guy.” 

“What we need to do is not get burned to bacon,” said Luke. 

“We should head into Luxor first thing tomorrow,” said Ren. “We can’t fight a Death Walker 
without the Book of the Dead.” 

Alex couldn’t focus on Luxor, though — his thoughts were still in the desert. “I think the Spells 
really might be down there. The scarab went crazy in that tomb ... Maybe my mom really was just 
putting them back, to keep them safe.” He liked the idea. It explained why she was doing it on her 
own, in secret. It was kind of noble, even. But the others looked skeptical. 

“Do you really think they’re there?” said Ren. “We went through that tomb.” 

Cheered up by his new theory, Alex managed a small smile. He lowered his sunburned face 
toward the firelight: “I definitely think we’re getting warmer ...” 

The sound of soft laughter spilled like much-needed rain into the desert night. 

But just as Alex was reaching down to pick up the logbook again, he heard something. 

“Shhh!” he said. “What was that?” 

The other two froze. 

TssS-tsSS-tSSS-tSSS. 

Such a small sound, like someone stabbing a sack of flour with a small, sharp blade ... 

“I hear it,” whispered Ren, her eyes opening wide. “It’s coming from ...” She turned and 
pointed, just as the source of the noise entered the glow of the dying fire. “It’s Pai again,” said Ren. 

“Mmmur-rack?” said the mummy cat. 

Luke eyed her uneasily. “No burger,” he noted. 

Ren stayed seated in the sand and tried to coax Pai-en-Inmar, sacred servant of Bastet, into her 
lap. “She makes me feel safe.” 

A voice sounded from the opposite side of the fire, clear and almost singsong, but in an ancient 


language. 


All three human heads swung around frantically, and even Pai ventured a look over her shoulder. 

Luke tipped backward in his chair, arms windmilling wildly as he spilled onto the ground. 
“Gah!” he said, desperately scrambling to his feet. “Who is it? Is it the Walker?” 

“I don’t understand this one,” said the figure, gesturing toward Luke. 

Alex had wrapped his hand around his amulet out of sheer survival instinct. He understood the 
words, but it took him a moment to muster a response. 

“I know you,” he managed finally, staring up from his spot by the fire. 

“You, I understand,” said the figure, taking another step into the light. He seemed to consider it 
for a moment and then turned his hand palm up and raised it a few inches. “You may rise, my 
subjects.” 

Alex and Ren slowly stood, and Luke followed a few beats later. 

Alex looked down. “You ... you have feet.” 

The young man looked to be no more than eighteen, with bronze skin and handsome, somehow 
familiar features. He was wrapped in ornate robes and looking down at his own feet. “So I do,” he 
said, “but I never liked these sandals.” 

His sandaled feet were bare, just like his head and hands, but a band of tightly wrapped linen 
was visible below the hem of his robes. Alex looked closer and saw scraps of linen peeking out from 
the wrists and neck of the garments as well. 

The figure looked up and met Alex’s stare. Alex wasn’t trying to be rude, he just couldn’t quite 
believe it. He recognized the face, of course. It looked exactly like the most famous gold funerary 
mask in history. 

“Tutankhamun,” he said in a hushed, reverent tone. 

“Yes,” said the boy king, “but you may call me Pharaoh or Supreme Ruler or Almighty Emissary 
of the Great and Powerful Amun-Re. Whatever makes you comfortable.” 

“King Tut?” said Ren, incredulous. 

“Yes,” he said, shrugging. “I suppose that will do, too.” 

Alex looked over at Ren and saw her look down at the spot where her left hand encircled her 
ibis. Ren was speaking ancient Egyptian, too. 

“Duuuuuude!”’ said Luke, pointing at Tut. “You’re famous!” 

Tut stared at him blankly, and then turned to Alex. “What is the meaning of Duuwuuuude? Is that 
this strange boy’s name?” 

Alex glanced over at his cousin. “Kind of,” he said. 

“I see,” said Tut. “But I grow weary of you all. I will pet your cat now, as is my divine right.” 

But Pai seemed unconvinced. 

Tut took one step closer and Pai backed up. 

A second step and she hissed. 

“Perhaps not,” said Tut, changing course. “I would hate to get scratched.” He looked down at 
Pai. “Fine, you little beast,” he said. “Flea receptacle. All I did was restore the worship of the old 


gods, your master included. All I did was rebuild their temples. Go ahead and hiss!” 

Tut headed toward Luke, who backed up, but not fast enough to prevent the boy king from 
plucking the Yankees cap off his head. 

“Hey!” said Luke. Tut ignored him and his dramatic hat head and turned back toward the other 
two. Holding the cap in one long elegant hand, he gestured toward the intertwined NY symbol with 
the other. “I am not familiar with this hieroglyph,” he said. “What does it mean?” 

“Some people call it the Evil Empire,” said Alex, Mets fan to the core. 

“Mmmm,” said Tut. “I am familiar with those.” 

“What, uh, what are you doing here?” said Alex, before quickly adding: “Your, um, majesty?” 

Tut considered him for a second, taking in his stained clothes and burned skin with a look of 
mild disdain. “I saw the fire,” he said. He dropped the cap in the sand and began walking away. “And 
anyway,” he added. “I am looking for something.” 

Without another word, he disappeared into the night to continue his search. 


ail 


Going to Town 


Alex, Ren, and Luke were all from New York City, so they’d had their share of celebrity 
sightings. But those celebs had all been alive. 

Talking about Tut gave them some energy as they made their way through the Egyptian morning 
toward the first ferry to Luxor. 

“He was kind of full of himself,” said Luke. “Total diva.” 

“Pharaohs were told they were living gods,” said Alex sleepily. “I could see that going to your 
head.” 

“Yeah, but he just, like, dropped my hat.” 

Alex shrugged. “It is a Yankees cap.” 

Luke blew air out his nose. “Please,” he said. “The Mets are doormats. How are we even 
related?” 

“He was kind of handsome, though,” offered Ren. 

Now Alex blew air out of his nose. “He wasn’t really,” he said. “I mean, not back then.” 

“No?” said Ren, a little disappointment in her voice. 

“Nope,” said Alex triumphantly. “He was a scrawny, buck-toothed little dude. I saw a show 
where they reconstructed what he looked like from X-rays and stuff.” 

“Nerd,” said Luke. “Mets nerd.” 

“Well, he didn’t look scrawny last night,” said Ren. 

Luke agreed. “Dude was ripped.” 


“Yeah, he looked just like his funeral mask,” said Alex. 

“Right,” said Ren. She knew this one. “The ancient Egyptians believed that if they had a statue of 
themselves built before they died, they could, like, inhabit it in the afterlife. Their spirit could take on 
its shape. Remember how the last Death Walker looked just like his statue? Tut looks like his mask.” 

“Bigger nerd,” said Luke. “Non-baseball nerd.” But then he had another thought. “P d build my 
statue twenty feet tall!” 

They turned a corner and the Nile came into view below them, a broad black ribbon in the soft 
morning light. 

Inside the ferry, the crew outnumbered the passengers. The burned and blistering friends took 
their seats stiffly. They leaned in and counted how much money they had left after buying their ferry 
tickets. Medicine was liable to be expensive. 

“When we call Todtman, we can ask him to send more,” said Alex. 

“Or maybe bring it with him,” said Ren. “Now that we know what we’re dealing with here, he’ Il 
probably want to come help out.” 

Alex hoped he’d come. Todtman would give them a lot more firepower. 

As they settled in for the rest of the trip, Alex pulled out the binder. 

“Aren’t you done with that yet?” said Ren. 

“Tt was hard to read by one little campfire,” he protested. “I could barely ...” But as his eyes 
fell on the next line, he realized that he was done after all. He stopped speaking and even stopped 
breathing for a while. 

“What?” said Ren, scooting around on the bench seat for a look. 

Alex pointed to an entry halfway down the page, written in dull pencil. Ren leaned in. “Who’s 
Angela Felini?” 

“She was my babysitter,” said Alex, “in third grade.” 

“You mean Angie? Angie with the ponytail? She was your favorite!” 

Alex nodded. “My mom’s, too.” He stabbed the crinkly page with his finger. “And that’s my 
mom’s handwriting.” 

“So wait,” said Luke. “Was your babysitter here or not?” 

Alex shook his head absently. He was staring at the last column, after the scrawled — and faked 
— signature. Reason for visit: “Leaving valley.” 

“Look at the date,” said Ren, but Alex already had. 

His mom was gone. As sure as Angela Felini had moved to Alexandria, Virginia, Maggie Bauer 
had been stopped at the checkpoint on the way out of the valley seven days earlier, signed a fake name 
— and disappeared. He stared at the familiar handwriting. How many notes had he seen it on? How 
many birthday cards? 

“At least we know for sure,” said Ren, patting him on the shoulder. “She was here. Now we 
need to know if she left anything behind.” 

Alex knew she meant the Spells, and he knew she was right. But he was caught up on new 


question: Why that name? Was it just the first one she’d thought of ... or a message? 


mm 


They called Todtman from just outside a little riverside teahouse as soon as they got off the boat. The 
call went straight to voice mail. 

“We’re in Luxor,” said Alex. “Call us today, please.” He paused as two men walked by, one 
walking into the teahouse, the other walking out. “We found something, and ... something found us. 
It’s important. Call us back. Okay, um, bye.” 

“Why didn’t he answer?” said Ren. 

“Its still early,” said Alex. “Hell call back.” 

They headed toward the main drag of the city. The remote desert ridge had seemed to offer 
protection from The Order, but now they were back out in the open, and Alex felt exposed and 
vulnerable. And almost immediately, they caught sight of some commotion. A small crowd had 
gathered near the entrance to the Temple of Luxor. 

Alex’s mouth was full of one of the rubbery buttered rolls they’d bought at the tea place, so he 
looked at the others and raised his eyebrows. 

“Let’s check it out,” said Ren, who’d eaten her roll like a vacuum cleaner. 

As they drew closer, they saw a crane lowering a massive stone block onto an oversized flatbed 
truck. 

“They’re taking the stones right from the dromos,” said Alex, his tone distant with disbelief. 

“From the what?” said Luke. 

Alex pointed to the monument-lined path that led from Luxor Temple to Karnak. “Those,” said 
Alex, “are some seriously sacred stones.” 

Alex’s jaw dropped as the crane plucked another massive block free and hoisted it toward the 
back of the truck. A ram-headed sphinx statue that had ridden high atop the stone for thousands of 
years now Sat forlornly on the ground, bearing silent witness. The crowd jeered and pushed forward. 
One of the city’s biggest tourist attractions was being dismantled before their eyes. 

And that’s when Alex saw the guards. Half a dozen men took a step toward the crowd, which 
instantly shrank back. Alex had originally mistaken them for workers, but that was before he saw the 
pistols in their hands. The men were wearing matching khaki uniforms, but there were no insignias. 
They weren’t army or police. 

So where are the police? Alex searched the crowd and found Ren one step ahead of him. “Why 
don’t you stop them?” she was saying to a pair of police officers standing, arms folded, at the edge of 
the crowd. 

Alex rushed over. The first officer just shook his head, not understanding, but the second spoke 
English well. “The papers seem to be in order,” he said. “From the government ...” 

From the way he said “seem to be,” Alex knew he didn’t believe it. And from the grim 


expressions on their faces, he knew that neither of them much liked it. 

Puhh-WHUMMMPP! 

Alex swung around as the massive stone block was lowered onto the back of the truck. There 
were already four others on there, and the huge vehicle’s entire frame seemed to bend and slump 
under the weight. 

On the other side of the crane, yelling something at its operator, was a woman whose crisp suit 
hung loosely on her almost skeletal frame. 

Peshwar. 

“Ren! Luke!” he yelped, and motioned them quickly back into the crowd. 

“Peshwar’s here,” he said. 

“So The Order’s doing this?” Ren asked nervously. Alex could see her turning the pieces over in 
her head. “Why does The Order need a bunch of huge rocks?” 

The big truck started up and the crowd jeered again as two plumes of black smoke belched from 
its exhaust pipes. 

“Not rocks,” said Alex. “Sacred stones.” But he still didn’t know why they’d want them. He 
turned to watch as the truck pulled away, loaded with the blocks, heavy and strong. Did the ancient 
stones hold some power? 

A few men tried to get in front of the truck as it pulled away. A warning shot was fired in the air. 
There were angry shouts, but in the end, the men moved and the crowd dispersed. The friends 
disappeared with it, slipping onto a side street. 
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Missing Mummies 


“I feel sticky,” said Ren. 

“Are you sure this stuff is medicine and not toothpaste?” said Luke. He pulled the tube they’d 
just purchased out of his pack and squinted at the label, as 1f narrowing his eyes would somehow 
transform the Arabic alphabet. 

“Pretty sure?” said Ren, flapping her guidebook and its glossary of Arabic terms in his general 
direction. 

“I think it’s working,” said Alex. “My neck feels a little better.” 

“Yeah,” said Luke, looking down at the angry red skin on his upper arm. “At least my bicep 
won’t get any cavities.” 

They stayed close to the buildings and did their best to keep out of sight. The lioness was in the 
city, but there was no way they were leaving until they’d found clues to the Death Walker’s identity, 
and a copy of the Book of the Dead. They headed down a street called Corniche el-Nile toward their 
first destination, Luxor’s famous Mummification Museum. 

“Wait, P ve got to call home,” said Luke as they passed a quiet stretch of small, seemingly 
deserted buildings. “It’s been days.” He pulled out his phone and disappeared around the corner of 
one of the buildings. 

He came back a few minutes later looking pale, which was impressive considering his sunburn. 
Alex gave hima Whats up? look. Luke looked down and avoided his eyes. “I’m in serious trouble,” 
he said. 


Alex got the point. He knew it was a tenuous web of excuses and cover stories that allowed 
them to be here at all. Luke’s parents thought he was still at a sports camp in London — at least they 
had — and Ren’s parents thought she was still on a summer internship at the British Museum — at 
least he hoped. 

“I should call, too,” Ren said. 

Alex thought it could wait, but he didn’t say so. He knew Ren was homesick. The other two 
waited as she disappeared into the alleyway-turned-phone booth. She returned a few minutes later, 
looking like her call had gone better than Luke’s — or Alex’s still unreturned call to Todtman. She 
flipped her guidebook open for one last look at the map. “We’re just a few blocks away now,” she 
said. 

A minute later, they walked down a flight of broad white stairs to enter the museum. Of course 
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The mummy museum was operating with a skeleton crew. 


its underground, thought Alex. 


As near as Ren could tell it was just two guys. The younger one took their money at the door. 
“Here are your tickets,” he said in a thick French accent. “Merci. ” 

Once he was out of earshot, they got down to business. “We’re looking for the Book, but also 
missing mummies,” whispered Alex. 

“Why are we looking for mummies in town when there’s a valley full of tombs out there?” said 
Luke, his tone somewhere between annoyed and defeated. 

“The Valley of the Kings has been heavily excavated,” whispered Alex. “The important 
mummies were really coveted. A lot of them are in museums here. If we can find out which ones have 
gone walking, it might give us a clue to the Death Walker’s identity. We need to know who he was in 
life so we know which spell will work on him now.” 

Luke knew that part already but barely managed half a nod. Ren could tell he was still upset. She 
walked a little closer. “Is it your parents?” she said. 

“Yeah,” he said. “Kind of.” 

“Bummer,” she said, taking out her pen. Her own hadn’t caught on yet. They were still watching 
the British Broadcasting Corporation news every night, as if they might catch sight of her — and it 
had been nice to talk to them. 

They searched the sleepy museum. 

The Frenchman shadowed them discretely for the first few rooms. He faded away after he saw 
that they were on their best museum behavior. 

In the next room, they caught their first glimpse of the Book of the Dead. 

“Here’s some of it,” said Alex, lifting his chin toward the mummy in front of him. 

“Where?” said Ren. 


“On the wrappings.” 

She looked closely. The ink was faded and the linen had gone brown with age, but now she saw 
it: neat rows of hieroglyphic symbols leading to tiny paintings. She recognized the depiction of the 
weighing of the heart ceremony by now: There was the scale with a heart on one side and a feather on 
the other. The god Thoth stood by to record the result: Would the heart be weighed down by guilt and 
be destroyed forever? 

Thoth had the head of an ibis. For this guys sake, she thought, looking over at the mummy, / 
hope that ibis is more reliable than mine. She didn’t understand why her amulet was failing her so 
often. She tried so hard every time she used it ... 

“I hope you don’t expect us to cart this dude out of here,” she whispered to Alex. 

“No,” he said. “It’s just a few spells anyway. And we still don’t know which one we need.” 

Ren nodded. In London, they’d used a spell of protection against grave robbers to banish a 
Walker who’d been a notorious tomb raider. The right missing mummy could tell them who this Death 
Walker was — and what spell to use against him. They had more luck with that search. Three of the 
museum’s mummy exhibits were hidden under solemn tents of black cloth, as if camping out in the 
afterlife. 

“Do you think they’re gone?” said Ren. “Or they’re just moving around under there?” They’d 
seen two mummies moving at the Met: a little girl twisting in her open coffin, and the Stung Man, 
climbing out of his. 

“Dunno,” said Alex, but that was before he took hold of his amulet. 

His eyes turned black, windows onto a world that made Ren shiver, and she looked away. 

“Gone,” he said, the white and brown returning to his eyes as he released the scarab. “All 
three.” 

Is one of these missing mummies the Death Walker? Ren walked around and wrote down the 
info on each in her ever-present notebook. The information plaque by the first one said: 

KHAEMKHEMWY, NOBLEMAN, DIED CIRCA 2217 BC 

The second one was a priest: 

AKHENOTRA, ROYAL PRIEST IN THE COURT OF THE PHARAOH AKHENATEN, DIED CIRCA 1319 BC 

“This one’s young!” she said, when she came to the third plaque. “Died around 100 BC.” 

Luke pulled his eyes up off the floor and scanned the plaque. “Wealthy desert trader,” he said. 
“Bet that dude rocked some robes.” 

Ren remembered the Walker’s appearance as he approached them across the sandy terrain. She 
wrote down the name, Thetan-Ankh, and underlined it twice. 

They took one more look around the small museum, but all the other mummies still seemed to be 
present — and dead. They were nearly back where they started before she saw it: another weighing 
of the heart ceremony. But the heart in this painting was so tiny that it was more like the weighing of a 
flea. 

Alex turned to look where Ren was pointing and his eyes opened wide. “Is that the whole 


thing?” he said, eyeing the two flattened scrolls. Each was mounted on a board no more than two feet 
wide. 

Ren was already leaning in to read the information plaque under the glass case. “The Book of 
the Dead of Hebsany,” it read. “Hebsany was a wealthy scribe who gained fame for his skill as a 
draughtsman and copyist. Given his profession, it is likely that he prepared his own Book of the 
Dead. It remains the smallest complete copy ever found.” 

“Complete!” Ren jumped back — and bumped into Alex, who was reading over her shoulder. 
“Watch it!” she said. 

He put one finger up to his lips and shushed her. “It’s perfect,” he whispered, and right away she 
knew he meant to take it. 

“How?” she mouthed. 

Alex nodded down toward his amulet. “If I can get the case open without setting off any alarms, I 
can just stack the boards and put them in my pack ...” 

Ren and Luke both instinctively glanced across the room. The entrance was just through the door, 
and they could hear the muffled conversation of the two museum workers. 

Ren thought about it. “I can handle the guards,” she said. “Just be careful — and hurry.” 

Then she turned sharply on the heel of her boot and strode out into the entrance room. 
“Bonjour!” she said brightly. “Mon nom est Ren!” 

Her French wasn’t the greatest, she knew, but what better reason to practice? She just hoped she 
didn’t end up completing the lesson in jail. 

There was a loud plonk from the next room. The Frenchman shot his petit inquisiteur a sharp 
look and strode past her. She fired questions at his back: “Comment allez-vous? Ou sont les 
toilettes? ” 

As he was about to round the corner into the room, Alex and Luke came marching out. “Oh, there 
you are, Ren!” said Alex. She wondered if anyone else noticed the thin layer of sweat on his 
forehead. “We were looking for you. Well, time to go!” 

“Thanks, dudes,” said Luke as the three friends filed out the front door. “Sweet museum.” 

The two men gave them small waves and slightly baffled looks. Ren was halfway up the stairs to 
the street when she heard the door fly open behind them. The friends broke into a run as the men 
shouted for them to stop. 
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Betrayed 


Losing two museum workers on the tricky side streets of the old city wasn’t that big a challenge. 
For kids used to battling the undead, the merely out of shape proved easy. The friends headed straight 
for the ferry, and from there to a taxi to the Valley of the Kings. 

They rode fast and with the windows down, the warm wind whipping through the boxy car. 
Alex’s thoughts were just as turbulent, and he sat in the front seat just to be a few feet closer to their 
destination. He remembered the hot buzz of his amulet in the tomb, the carefully printed name from his 
past. It seemed like everyone and everything was trying to tell him something. He needed to know 
what! 

He checked his phone one last time before they lost service. Nothing. Why hadnt Todtman 
called? Even the silence seemed telling. He pictured the old scholar, alone in the vipers’ nest Cairo 
had become. The last bar vanished from his phone, and it felt like a door slamming between them. 

The friends climbed out of the cab a hundred yards from the mouth of the valley, but the heat 
coming from it still hit Alex’s face as if he’d opened the oven to check ona frozen pizza. Rather than 
getting an inch closer, the taxi backed up to turn around. 

Once the friends were alone in the unforgiving desert, the weight of their mission hit them. They 
were quiet for a few long moments. They could die out here, and no one would know. “We’ll have to 
wait till sunset to head into the valley to look for the Spells and destroy the Walker,” said Alex at last. 


He looked up at the sun as Ren looked down at her watch. “Let’s head back to camp and see if we can 
figure out which spell we need. Maybe we can use your amulet.” 

Ren looked at him like he was dense. “What?” he said. “It’s a good idea.” 

Luke started heading up the slope for the long walk back to camp, and Ren turned and followed 
him. The sun was just beginning to set by the time they arrived. Alex had been worried that they might 
find the place ransacked. But he’d never expected this. 

The most famous eighteen-year-old king in human history — dead some 3,300 years — sat in the 
saggy-bottomed nylon camp chair idly petting a mummy cat. 

Luke raised his hands and looked at the sky: What next? 

Ren eyed Pai, her loyalty suddenly in question. 

Tut began to speak. It took Alex a few seconds to get his hand around his amulet, and he only 
caught the last few words: “no need to bow.” 

Alex hadn’t planned on it, but it did raise the question: What exactly do you say to the earthly 
incarnation of a long-dead boy king? 

“We, uh, we were at your place yesterday,” he ventured. 

Tut looked at him. With his sculpted features, he looked like a well-tanned boy band member, 
albeit one in robes and a funny hat. “That dump?” said Tut. 

“Are you kidding?” said Alex. “It was full of the most famous treasure in the world!” 

“There’s no treasure there now,” said Tut. “Just a few rooms and some sloppy paintings. Have 
you even seen Ramses’s tomb? Magnificent!” 

“Yours was done in a hurry, wasn’t it?” said Alex. 

Tut shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Yes,” he admitted. “Everyone was ina terrible rush after 
the murder.” 

“You really were murdered?” said Ren. Alex looked over and saw her grasping her amulet. 

“I was betrayed,” said Tut. 

“But why?” said Ren. “You seem like sucha ...” She paused, fumbling for the rest of the 
sentence. “... good king?” 

“She means a handsome king,” said Alex. 

Ren glared at him, but Tut took the exchange in stride. “I was both,” he said. “But I made 
enemies.” 

“The sun cult that you abolished?” said Alex. “The one started by your father, Akhenaten.” 
“Yes,” said Tut, wincing slightly at the memory. “Dad got a little ... carried away with that. 
Banned the old gods, worshipped the sun — my whole childhood I was sunburned from praying to the 

thing. So, yes, I changed that right away. Brought back the old gods — and paid for it.” 

“What language are you all speaking, Goofball-ese?” said Luke, taking a seat in the sand. 

Ren, who now spoke impeccable New Kingdom Goofball, tried to explain it all to Luke. “Tut’s 
father was pharaoh before him. He abolished the old religion — Amun-Re, Horus, Anubis, those guys 
— and created a new one. Tut brought the old gods back when he, like, took over. And then he was 


killed for it.” 

“Hey, Ren,” said Alex, lifting the scarab slightly from his chest and lifting his chin toward her 
ibis. “Pretty cool, huh?” 

“Yeah,” admitted Ren. “I guess.” 

“Yes,” confirmed Tut, thinking they were talking about him rather than their amulets’ translation 
abilities. “I am that, too.” 

Alex had a few things he’d been hoping to ask Tut, and now seemed like the time. “Do you know 
anything about the Lost Spells?” he began. “Or a Death —” 

“You know,” interrupted Tut, slightly annoyed. “I am usually the one asking the questions. If you 
had —” But this time he was the one interrupted, by a cat. Pai made a sudden leap out of Tut’s lap and 
headed toward Ren. 

“Betrayed again,” said Tut as he watched the freaky feline pad across the sand. 

Ren knelt down to greet her, but the mummy cat slid right past her. They all turned to watch as 
Pai sat down and stared into the distance. Her tail began to flick back and forth in a quick, agitated 
way. She looked like a tabby cat watching sparrows through a window. 

“She sees something,” said Ren. 

Alex tried to follow her gaze, but all he saw was the darkness gathering at the base of the slope. 
He suddenly got a bad feeling. “Maybe you'd better get the binoculars,” he said. 

Pai was still staring in the same direction when Ren returned. There was something there all 
right. Pai released a long, low hisssssss. 

“We should get out of here,” said Luke, standing suddenly and brushing the sand from his legs. 

“What do you mean?” said Alex, but Luke didn’t answer. 

Ren was adjusting the knob of the binoculars and pointing it down the slope. They were all 
waiting for her verdict. Even Tutankhamun seemed to be leaning forward slightly in his modest nylon 
throne. 

“Oh no,” she whispered softly, as if all the air had just been knocked from her lungs. 

“What is it?” said Alex, his own fear spiking at the dread in her voice. 

“We need to go,” she said, holding out the binoculars. 

Alex took them and pointed them down the slope. 

The day was dying and the sun was half hidden behind the ridge now, but even in the dim glow 
that remained, the clean white bone of the skull stood out. Pai hadn’t spotted birds; she’d spotted 
another cat. 

As Alex peered through the lenses, he saw the gaping eyeholes of the lioness skull peering back 
at him. Shapes shifted behind her. Alex struggled to refocus the binoculars with shaking hands. Half a 
dozen men, rifles slung over their shoulders, the barrels rising and falling with each step. 

“Theyre coming for us,” he said. 

The group was marching directly up the slope. Alex looked around. Their campsite was tucked 
into a shady notch on a remote ridge, nearly invisible froma distance, and yet their pursuers seemed 


to know exactly where to go. 

He looked at those around him, living and dead. They were far from Cairo now, far from Hesaan 
and whispers in the night ... 

Tut said something behind him. Alex had let go of his scarab and couldn’t understand the words, 
but he was pretty sure he knew what Tut was asking. Alex grasped his amulet to answer. 

“Irs a hunting party,” he said. “It looks like you’re not the only one who’s been betrayed.” 

Tut rose from his throne. “Well,” he said. “That sounds horrible. I have no interest in being 
hunted — again.” He began walking away, in the opposite direction from the one he’d taken the night 
before. “And I still have so much ground to search.” 

“What are you looking for anyway?” said Ren as he passed. 

“A little piece of me,” Tut said cryptically. 

“Dude’s got the right idea,” said Luke as Tut headed away along the ridge. 

Alex nodded. “We need to go. They’re moving fast.” 

“But how did they know we were here?” said Ren. 

“What does it matter?” said Luke, the strain evident in his usually chill voice. 

They grabbed their small packs and hesitated. “Where are we going to go?” whispered Ren. 

Alex paused. Could they risk the valley? The sun was low enough that they wouldn’t be crisped, 
but they still hadn’t figured out what spell to use if they ran into the Death Walker. It was too risky. 
They’d have to head down the slope and away from Peshwar. 

But then Alex looked in that direction, and his heart sank. 

It was hard to see the shapes in the dusk, but he could see the movement — and the rifle barrels 
caught the fading light well. More men, coming from the other direction. They were cut off. 

“We have to head into the valley,” Alex said, starting to scramble up to the top of the ridge. The 
last of the daylight bled away as they climbed. 

“I don’t like this!” said Ren. “We’re not ready.” 

“I don’t, either,” said Alex, “but we don’t have a choice. There are too many of them on this side 
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“Maybe we could lose them in the dark,” said Luke. 

Alex pictured Peshwar, those gaping eyeholes. He didn’t know much about lions, but he knew 
cats could see in the dark. “We can’t lose her,” he said. “But maybe we’ll be safe in the valley. 
Maybe they won’t follow us.” 

“Of course they will!” said Ren. 

Alex was getting frustrated. It was hard to argue and climb at the same time, and he didn’t see 
what choice they had. “All right, so where do you want to go?” 

His question was answered not by Ren but by a rifle. A far-off crack turned into a nearby snap 
as a bullet crashed into the stony ground at their feet. The Order men were well equipped — and in 
range. 

The time for discussion was over. The friends reached the top of the ridge and paused for one 


fateful moment on the precipice. Another rifle crack pushed them on. 
Pursued like animals under a darkening sky, they scrambled down into a valley of death. 


The Dark Heart 


Todtman’s running days were over. He stood on a Cairo street corner, leaning on his jet-black 
walking stick. He had returned for one last look at the burned rubble of the building. Black smoke 
rose from the smoldering remains of old boards and older artifacts. Jinn had saved what he could, and 
now Todtman could only hope his friend would find safe haven elsewhere. His own possessions were 
lost; his cell phone no more than a mound of warped metal and molten plastic on the second floor. 

Sirens sounded in the distance, just like the ones that had arrived far too late to save this 
building. Todtman saw a glow in the distance: another fire already blazing nearby. He didn’t know if 
The Order had found his refuge, or if the dangers of the haunted city had merely caught up with him. 
He did know this: There would be no more safe shelter here. He had to act fast now, to “force the 
moment to its crisis,” as his favorite poet had written. 

He pivoted on his cane and headed into the night. The familiar click-clack was gone. Todtman 
looked down, pleased that something as simple as a circle of rubber on the tip of his cane could aid 
his mission. 

He knew he would need all the help he could get as he headed into the dark heart of the city. He 
would find The Order headquarters this night, and he would do it not with the overworked eyes of an 
old man but with the timeless vision of a falcon. He had one hand free as he walked, and now he 
reached up and folded it around his amulet. 


The location of The Order’s headquarters in Cairo was a closely guarded secret, but its 
members were not hard to find. There was a café in the old city where they were said to conduct their 
business openly now, and Todtman turned in its direction. He knew the city well, and that part of it 
had not changed in a very long time. 

The streets were nearly deserted as he walked, a city of millions reduced to occasional 
skittering shadows and receding footsteps. Todtman knew why, of course, but the reminders were still 
jarring. A man stood on a street corner shouting nonsense and throwing his fists at empty air: 
shadowboxing. Todtman gave hima wide berth only to walk into a much closer encounter. 

“No place for an old man,” the stranger spat in Arabic, sizing up Todtman’s crisp black suit and 
loose pale skin. “An old ... American!” 

“Ah,” said Todtman, adopting a cordial tone and responding in Arabic, “but old Germans can be 
found anywhere.” 

“Do you think that’s better?” said the man. He took a step out of the shadows. Many of the city’s 
streetlights were dark now, burned out or broken, but the one above them still flickered grudgingly. 
As the man stepped farther into its glow, Todtman saw a kitchen knife in his hand. 

Todtman gave the man a last, weary smile. He had tried. The blade flashed out fast — but not 
fast enough. The man was already spinning up and away, tossed through the air like a Frisbee. He hit 
the pole of the streetlight, and his troubled night came to an oblivious end as he slid limply down to 
the sidewalk. Todtman continued on. 

Outside the café, a man stood guard. Todtman needed no supernatural assistance to know whom 
the man worked for. He approached him directly. The man’s eyes grew round with surprise. The 
guard reached for something inside his light linen jacket. 

“No,” Todtman said, and the man stopped. “I will not go inside this place. I will not jeopardize 
your duties as a guard. It is you, in fact, that I want to talk to.” 

The man nodded, his hand dropping to his side and his eyes glazing over. The man could not see 
the amulet Todtman was holding, but he could certainly feel its effects. The Watcher was a 
complicated symbol. It meant different things in different contexts, but right now it meant overseer. 
Right now, it meant boss. And a man like this — a hired hand, used to taking orders — was well 
within its powers. 

“IJ am looking for a place,” said Todtman. “A place you know well ...” 

Todtman posed his question and got his answer. As he turned the corner, the man’s eyes cleared. 
The guard scanned the sidewalk for intruders, then leaned back against the building. For some reason, 
he felt like he was forgetting something. 

A cab sped down the side street and Todtman waved his cane at it. The cabbie had no intention 
of stopping, but he caught the man’s eyes as he passed and found himself pulling over anyway. He was 
glad he had when he heard the destination: a nearly deserted stretch in the warehouse district near the 
edge of the city. It meant a hefty fare and fewer crazies. He thought it would be safer. And it would be 
— if he drove away fast enough. If he escaped the whispering evil that hung over that area like a low, 


dark cloud. 
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Into the Valley 


The valley walls were steep and treacherous in the dark. Alex wished they could take the secret 
path they’d discovered, but it was at least half a mile away and their pursuers were too close to risk 
it. 

He took another step, and the heel of his boot sheared off a chunk of limestone, sending him 
sliding several feet down the slope on his backside. 

“Careful!” hissed Ren. 

Alex tried to concentrate on his footing, but he was hounded by questions. How did The Order 
find us? They could have been spotted in town or given away by the cabbie, he supposed. But the 
pincer move was precise. /n a valley rimmed with slopes and ridges, how did they know exactly 
which one? 

Distracted, he nearly missed another step. He forced his feverish mind to concentrate on the 
tricky descent, sliding down the steepest parts on his backside. A crescent moon was just edging into 
view as they reached the bottom. As Alex looked back toward it, he saw a host of vague shadows 
surmount the top of the ridge. Their hunters would indeed follow them here. 

Luke clicked on his flashlight and pointed it straight ahead. 

“Shut it off,” hissed Alex, pointing up the slope. “They’re coming.” 

“How are we supposed to find a hiding place?” Ren whispered urgently. “I can’t see anything!” 


Alex looked around. He wished he knew what to do, where to go. He wished Todtman was there 
to tell them. As soon as he thought of the old German, his words came back to him: “From now on, it 
is winner take all.” 

If The Order got the Spells first, it was all over. And now their forces were in the valley that 
might hold them. This wasn’t a game of hide-and-seek — it was a race! Alex’s hand closed around 
the scarab. “I know a place,” he said softly. 

And it was true. Even at this distance, Tut’s tomb flickered on the edge of his senses. He didn’t 
know if it was the Lost Spells sending such a strong signal, but he knew he needed to find out. 
“Follow me,” he said, and with no other options, the others did. 

Alex could feel the ground giving up the day’s heat through the soles of his boots as they hurried 
across the valley floor, but the air had already cooled considerably. The powerful signal from his 
amulet led him directly across the dark valley, like a plane navigating by radar. 

They paused to catch their breath at the entrance to KV 62. 

“Wait, here?” said Ren, scanning the dark valley behind them for any signs of their pursuers. 

“Yeah,” said Alex. “I think the Lost Spells could be in here. Something 1s. And remember what 
Todtman —” 

But Ren wasn’t having it. “Yeah, something is here: bones! And probably a Death Walker.” 

“He wasn’t here last time,” said Alex. 

“Neither were the Spells!” 

It was such a crushing comeback that Alex could only respond with open-mouthed silence. 

“Ouch,” said Luke. 

Alex ignored him and tried to regroup. “We didn’t have time to really look,” he said, before 
quickly changing tactics. “And we don’t have time to argue. If we’re caught out in the open now, 
we’re sunk.” 

“Then we’d better find someplace else quick,” said Ren. 

Luke looked at both of them and shook his head. “Let’s just go in,” he said, breaking the standoff. 
“We don’t have time to find someplace else to hide.” 

Alex made a quick concession to seal the deal: “Any sign of the Walker — even one warm 
chicken bone — and we’re out of here. I promise.” 

“Fine,” huffed Ren. She turned toward Luke: “But you’re being dumb.” She turned toward Alex: 
“And I won that debate.” 

Alex didn’t deny it. He’d lost the argument but won the battle. As they filed inside, their backs 
tensed against the possibility of an Order bullet, he felt a strong urge to pull out his flashlight. He 
wanted one more look at the symbol they’d spotted the day before. The Aten: the symbol of the sun 
cult that had been wiped away by Tut’s royal decree. It shouldn’t have been there, and the fact was 
nagging at him — one more thing he was sure was trying to tell him something. But he couldn’t risk 
the light giving them away. 

They passed the open gate and entered the dark mouth of the tomb. Alex could finally reach into 


his pack for his flashlight, feeling the reassuring thunk of the Book of the Dead as he did. 

They washed the walls thoroughly with their flashlight beams, but the first few rooms looked the 
same as before. There was one difference, though. Buried beneath the desert, the tomb had been 
almost pleasantly cool on their first visit. Now it was hot. And the farther in they went, the hotter it 
got. “Uh, guys?” said Alex. 

“Yeah,” confirmed Luke. “It’s like a brillion degrees in here.” 

That was enough for Ren. “Any sign, you said. One chicken bone, you said.” 

Alex protested: “Maybe it just heats up during the day and takes a while —” 

“Alex!” said Ren. “Chicken bone!” 

Alex dropped his head. She was right: He had promised. But by the time they got back to the 
entrance, the choice had been taken from them. Flashlights lit the valley floor outside, the closest no 
more than twenty yards from the gate and getting closer. 

The friends could do nothing but slink back inside before they were spotted, risking an unseen 
evil to avoid an undeniable danger. 

“Let’s hide in the treasury room,” said Alex. “In the back.” 

They fled back inside, turned the last few corners, stepped over the piled bones — and the plan 
came apart. 

The treasury would make a lousy hiding place, after all. 
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“Let hide in the treasury room, ” said Luke, his voice a squeaky, unkind imitation of Alex’s. 

“We should not go in there,” added Ren, but Alex already had. 

Ren ducked her head in after him. On the back wall of the tomb there was a thin line of yellow 
light. She moved closer. There was another chamber behind the wall, a lit chamber. 


It was glowing. 


Ren stared at the glowing line and realized that it was slowly shrinking, getting narrower as she 
watched. Alex darted past her and ran his fingers along the edge of the glowing stone. “A secret 
room,” he said eagerly. “What if this is the hiding place of the Lost Spells?” His voice trailed off as 
he dug his fingers into the narrowing gap in the wall. 

The wall began to slide open. As the gap widened, Ren realized it was a doorway of some sort, 
but there were no edges, no tracks or hinges. The glowing gap simply expanded — seamlessly, 
liquidly — as if the stone itself was yawning open. 

A wave of heat and light hit Ren as the door opened, and she covered her face with her hands. 
When she lowered them, she saw neither the burned and blistered face of the Death Walker nor the 
glowing chamber she had expected. 

“Of course,” she said, and she really should have known by now. “Of course it’s another tunnel.” 


Tunnel Vision 


Alex took a step inside and then hesitated, his hand still on the strange doorway. This wasn’t a 
hiding place for him; it was a path forward. Whatever he’d been sensing in this tomb, it was stronger 
in here, coming from inside this secret section. He knew it was dangerous, but he was drawn to it. 
Could this really be where his mom hid the Spells? “You two don’t have to come,” he said. “But I 
feel like everything is trying to tell me something, and this time I need to listen.” 

“Alex,” said Ren, and he was afraid she was going to say “chicken bone” again. Instead, she 
said: “Shut it. We’re coming.” 

Alex felt a little swell of emotion. His best friend might argue with him sometimes, but she had 
never once abandoned him. “Thanks,” he whispered, before Luke ruined the moment. 

“Move it, guys,” he said, brushing past. “The faster we get inside this weird door, the quicker 
we can shut it behind us.” 

Neither of them argued with that. For all they knew, The Order was already entering Tut’s tomb. 
The three friends turned and pushed and prodded the edgeless doorway closed. It made a small, dry 
hiss as stone met stone, leaving them staring at a blank wall. It was a careful-what-you-wish-for 
moment. 

“Uh,” said Luke. “Guys? What if that doesn’t open again?” 

Alex closed his hand around the amulet and tried to sense the workings of the wall in the same 


way he sensed the inner movements of the locks he picked with the scarab. “I should be able to open 
this,” he said. 

Ren exhaled. The three turned back toward the tunnel. It was lit by an intense, unnatural light that 
seemed to come from everywhere at once. The tunnel sloped downward and curved slightly, hiding 
what was at the end. And it was hot. Really hot. 

“There’s definitely something down here,” said Alex, still holding his amulet. “This feels ... 
bigger than anything we’ ve experienced before.” Alex hoped his suspicion was right. “We’ll be 
quiet,” he whispered. “Spy mode.” It was a game he and Ren had played back at the Met, back when 
they were just kids who played at adventure. 

Ren nodded. “And if you’re wrong — if it’s the Death Walker’s tomb?” 

“Then it will tell us who he is — we can figure out the right spell to use and —” 

“Not if we’re deep-fried first,” Luke cut in. 

And so they crept forward — carefully — and the deeper they went, the hotter it got. 

“Look at the walls,” said Ren, reaching up to wipe sweat from her forehead. 

Alex was already looking. Intricate hieroglyphic writing covered nearly every inch of the walls 
near the entrance. Some of the symbols were painted on and some were cut deep into the stone. He 
wrapped his hand around the scarab, and once again his mind lit up witha single, nearly 
overwhelming signal. He forced himself to concentrate on the symbols on the wall, and the meanings 
revealed themselves. The same few words echoed over and over again within the texts: concealed, 
hidden, secret, cloaked, guarded. 

“What does it mean?” whispered Ren. 

Alex could see her hand wrapped around her ibis, her eyes scanning the walls. She was reading 
the same things he was. 

“I think they’re spells,” he said. “Prayers. Just like in the Book of the Dead.” 

“But for what?” 

Alex looked again, saw the same words take the starring role. The prayers in the Book of the 
Dead were to help the spirit cross safely over into the afterlife. Words like protect, safe, and spirit 
were everywhere. But these ... “I think they’re supposed to hide something,” he said. A surge of 
relief and excitement went through him: /t really was a hiding place! He looked closer at the faded 
paint and added, “But they’re ancient, thousands of years old.” 

“So the Walker didn’t make them?” 

Alex shook his head and whispered as they rounded a bend in the tunnel. “If he’s here, I think he 
found this place,” he said. 

“Hey, Sherlock,” hissed Luke. “Eyes on the prize, huh?” 

“Right,” said Alex. “Sorry.” They were deeper now, with an unknowable danger ahead. They 
stopped talking and crept carefully forward. Forward and down. 

The hieroglyphs grew sparser the deeper they went, and the heat increased. Alex’s excitement 
mixed with fear. A fat drop of sweat rolled down his forehead and into one wide-open eye. He wiped 


the salty sting away with the back of his hand. The hieroglyphs spoke of hiding, but this heat meant 
danger. 

For just a second, he thought he heard a smooth sliding sound coming from behind them, but then 
they rounded the corner. A large circular chamber lay before them, and the phantom sound was 
forgotten. 

“What the what?” said Luke. 

Alex stared at the chamber. He knew exactly what it was. “It’s a temple,” he whispered. “At 
least ... it is now.” 

The walls of this chamber bore no ancient peeling hieroglyphs. Instead, the broad limestone 
walls were covered in new ones. And these writings had a recurring theme as well: the Aten. 

The sun disk — the symbol of the pure light religion imposed by Tut’s father, Akhenaten — was 
everywhere. All along the wall, royal figures stood staring up at the sky as lines of light and life 
descended toward them from a massive sun disk on the ceiling. The lines ended in ankhs, held to the 
figures’ mouths and noses like the breath of life. 

And in the bright light of the chamber there could be no more doubt about how the symbols were 
made — or by whom. All the images were black, standing out starkly against the light sandstone 
walls. Alex stepped forward and carefully touched one of the lines. Dark flakes brushed free on his 
finger. “Burned,” he said. “Burned into the stone.” 

His heart pounded as he looked around. Fear made the walls feel like they were closing in on 
him. Calm down, he told himself. This is the Walker s tomb, but the Walker isn t here ... Focus on 
the room. The first thing he saw was the false door — a pair of raised columns framing a painted 
indentation in the wall — the same ceremonial gateway to the afterlife they’d found in all the other 
tombs. But he saw none of the treasure and stolen finery they’d found in those other chambers. The 
room was sparsely decorated and dominated by a low sandstone table in the center. A single ancient 
clay jar rested atop it. The heat in the chamber was so intense that it stung Alex’s lungs as he drew the 
breath for his next words: “It’s an altar.” 

He’d seen enough. He knew now, beyond a shadow of a doubt in the shadowless room. “The 
Death Walker is the priest,” he said. “From the museum.” 

Alex heard Ren unzip her pack. He turned and saw her riffling through her notebook. 
“Akhenotra,” she read, “royal priest in the court of pharaoh Akhenaten, died circa 1319 BC.” 

“That’s him,” he said. “It has to be. This whole thing is a chapel, a priest’s chapel. The Aten is 
the symbol of Akhenaten’s sun cult.” 

“Okay, great,” said Luke. “But we’re going to burst into flames. Let’s hide in the tunnel until The 
Order goes away.” 

Alex knew they couldn’t stand this heat much longer, but his eyes continued to scan the room. He 
still hadn’t found what he was looking for. Then he saw it. The little alcove didn’t look like much, 
just a scooped-out hole in the wall with a little shelf inside. The only reason he even looked twice 
was the hieroglyphs. Small and finely carved, they surrounded the little hole in the wall. He didn’t 


even need to grasp his amulet to recognize the now familiar symbols: conceal, cloak, hide ... 

He was sure now. This whole thing: the edgeless doorway, the tunnel, the ancient chamber, the 
alcove. It wasn’t built as a tomb or even as a chapel. It was built to hide one thing. 

The Lost Spells. 

He turned toward Ren. She’d followed his gaze, and he watched her eyes size up the shelf and 
light up as she made the same connection. This is where the signal was coming from. It wasn’t from 
where the Spells were but from where they had been. Like a radioactive trace, thought Alex in open 
awe. Just how powerful are these things? 

“Guys?” said Luke from near the tunnel entrance. “Why aren’t we moving yet?” 

His mom had been here, in Tuts tomb and in this chamber, he thought. This is where she’d 
found the Spells. And now he was pretty sure he knew why she hadn’t put them back: She ’d come 
back only to find that the hiding place had been discovered. 

But the friends had pushed their luck too far. And now they had been discovered, too. 

Words echoed through the chamber. Luke put his hands up in front of him and began backing 
slowly away from the tunnel. 

Alex reached up for his amulet. He needed to: The words coming from the tunnel were in ancient 
Egyptian. 

“He’s here,” gasped Ren. 

Alex barely heard her over the sound of his pulse pounding in his ears. But he saw the first 
sandaled foot step into the chamber clearly enough, and he saw the second one bring the Walker with 
it. The old priest turned to regard them — and smiled. A blister on the cheek of his heat-ravaged face 
burst and the pus ran down his chin, but still he smiled. 

“Little blasphemers,” he said. “Delivered unto me.” 
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Moths to a Flame 


Akhenotra waved his hand and the tunnel entrance sealed behind him, the stone on one side 
seeming to reach out and fuse with the stone on the other. 

Alex’s mind flashed to the thin slice of light that had drawn them there in the first place. “You 
left it open, didn’t you?” he said. “To lure us here.” 

Akhenotra answered vaguely. “Even the most fragile creatures feel safe in the light of the day.” 

It was a priest’s analogy, soothing language for a florid sermon, but Alex was thinking of another 
saying: like moths to a flame. 

“Shouldn t they feel safe in the sun?” said Alex, trying to keep the Walker talking as he swung 
the pack off his back with his free hand. The weight shifted within as the pack settled on the floor: the 
metal clank of the flashlights, the wooden thunk of the Book. “Doesn’t the sun give life?” 

The Walker huffed out a little laugh, the meaning of which hadn’t changed at all in the last three 
millennia: nice try. 

“The light was meant for another,” he said, his gaze turning from Alex to Luke and Ren. They 
were standing near the stone altar in the center of the room, the only meager shelter the chamber 
provided. “But you three will do for now. I will need my strength for the battle to come.” 

Akhenotra turned back to Alex and raised his hands above his head. Evenas Alex’s left hand 
tightened around his amulet and he felt the electric rush of its power, his right hand tugged on the 
zipper of his backpack. If it was a battle he wanted ... 

“Your tomb sucks!” called Ren, her small frame nearly eclipsed behind the stone altar. 


Akhenotra lowered his hands slightly and turned to face her. “I have modest needs, little one.” 

“Yeah,” she said, the ibis channeling her living words into a long-dead tongue. “Or The Order 
just doesn’t like you! You should see the tombs they built for the others.” 

Alex knew what she was doing: provoking, distracting. It was a dangerous game. His pack 
gaped open, revealing a corner of the Book of the Dead. 

“I didn’t need their help,” said Akhenotra. The defensiveness in his voice told Alex that, though 
his tomb was more modest, vanity was a weakness for this Walker, too. “This chamber was provided 
for me by the beneficence of the Aten.” 

“You just found it!” said Alex. Two could play Ren’s game. “They wouldn’t even build you 
one.” 

Akhenotra’s broad chest puffed out slightly. “We will work together in the Final Kingdom, when 
I will rule this land in the name of the Aten.” 

The Final Kingdom? Alex wanted to know what he meant, but survival mattered more. 

“For now, all I need is a place to worship,” continued Akhenotra. “And sustenance.” He raised 
his hands again, and this time flames began to form in the air between them. “Enough talk,” he said, 
over the low crackle. “Make peace with your profane gods.” 

“DON’T LOOK AT IT!” 

This time, Ren’s warning had come in time. 

Alex tore his eyes away from the rolling fire. He yanked out the twin boards holding the ancient 
texts. Holding his amulet, his eyes washed across the small, precise hieroglyphs. He knew who the 
Walker was now, so he was pretty sure he could figure out the right spell. Something about the sun, 
maybe, or priests, or ... 

“Look out, Alex!” cried Ren. 

Alex swung his head back around and flame filled his vision. The Walker had released his 
fireball, and it was rocketing toward him. 

Instinctively, disastrously, Alex raised his hands, which still held the ancient text. The Book of 
the Dead became a shield for the living, as the flaming sphere crashed into the tightly held boards. 
Dry wood and ancient papyrus that had survived thousands of years instantly went up in smoke, and 
Alex was left shaking his burned fingers. 

“Nooo!” cried Ren. 

Alex’s heart dropped, but he wrapped his heat-stung hand around his scarab. 

“That is twice you have surprised me, little heretic,” said Akhenotra. “There won’t be a third 
time.” 

Alex felt the heat of the chamber against his sweat-slick skin. His right hand was at his side, like 
a gunfighter’s, as he waited for Akhenotra to make his next move. He ’/l raise his arms over his head 
and look up, he thought. Thats how he summons the fire; that’s why his face is so scarred. 

But what was Alex’s next move? The Book was gone, along with any hope of banishing the 
Walker. Escape was their only option — but where could they run if The Order was still right 


outside? Alex felt cornered, desperate. 

Luke was just looking for a way out. He’d used his speed to sprint around behind the Walker and 
was pawing uselessly at the spot where the tunnel entrance had been, but the bare wall offered no 
handle to pull, no knob to turn. 

Alex was sure he could open it. Maybe if they made it back to the tomb above, they could seal 
the Walker inside ... A plan formed: He’d wait for the Walker to raise his hands, hit him with a 
concentrated spear of wind, and then they’d run. 

Instead, Akhenotra’s jaw suddenly dropped open. Flame poured from his open mouth. Alex 
lurched to the side and tried to fall back out of the way — 

“AAAAAAH!” he screamed as he felt the searing flames burn through his shirt and bite into the 
soft flesh of his left shoulder. 

“Alex!” shouted Ren. 

He had fallen to the ground. He rolled onto his side and grabbed the wound with his right hand. 
His skin felt scalding hot and alarmingly wet. 

His eyes blurred with tears but he forced himself to look up. Ren had one hand on the stone altar 
and one hand stretched out toward him, as if trying to pull him safely toward home base in some 
childhood game. Luke was pounding both fists against solid stone. 

Akhenotra walked calmly toward Alex, looming over him. He was speaking, but Alex had 
dropped his amulet and couldn’t understand him. The temperature in the chamber had soared, and 
Alex felt on the verge of passing out from the heat and pain. 

The Death Walker raised his hands, and fresh flames began to form. Alex allowed himself to 
look at them this time. For a few merciful moments the hypnotic trance eased the burning in his 
shoulder, eased the knowledge of the world of pain to come and the oblivion to follow. 

He had come halfway across the world: searching for his mom, chasing ghosts, and now it 
would all end here. 

But ... There was a noise: a smooth sliding sound from along the wall. 

But ... The Walker turned toward it, the flames above him flickering. 

But ... What is it? Alex didn’t understand what was going on, or why he was still alive. And 
then he raised his head enough to see the passageway opening again and Luke stepping aside to make 
way. 

Tut. 


Royal Rumble 


The boy king, Tutankhamun, glided gracefully into the chamber. His crimson robes flowed 
vividly in the bright light. 

Akhenotra glared at him with a look that held both anger and awe. 

Though Alex’s right hand still held the warm slick mess of his wounded left shoulder, he slowly 
raised his left toward his amulet. It hurt tremendously, but this exchange would determine whether he 
and his friends lived or died. The friends who had followed him into mortal danger. 

“Hello, priest,” said Tut. “Hello, traitor.” 

“You are the traitor!” spat Akhenotra. 

“Well,” said Tut, making a casual circle with one hand. “I was just thinking that since you killed 
your pharaoh and all ...” 

Akhenotra smiled wickedly, and then his image shifted again, just as it had in the desert. There 
was a brief veil of heat haze, and when it subsided, an old man in ornate ancient garb stood in his 
place. “It was easy, you know?” said Akhenotra, the priest’s voice coming from the old man’s lips. 
“Who would stop your humble cupbearer, your most trusted servant, from entering your chamber as 
you slept?” 

“Mmmm,” said Tut, unimpressed and slowly advancing on his enemy. “A trick of the light, a 
cheap charade ... It is still treason to kill your pharaoh.” 


“You were never my pharaoh,” said Akhenotra, the false image fading away and his old form 
returning. “You are the snake who undid your father’s good work.” 

“Who abolished his silly cult, you mean?” said Tut, advancing farther, the tunnel door already 
beginning to slide shut behind him. “The Aten was a gimmick. What is the sun without the rain, the 
day without the night?” 

Akhenotra unleashed a roar of anger at Tut’s words, and before the scream stopped, the flames 
began. A blazing orange and red stream poured from the priest’s mouth toward Tut. Alex watched in 
horror, Ren gophered her head back beneath the altar, and Luke, who’d been tiptoeing toward the 
fading doorway behind Tut, dove for cover. 

But Tut merely pressed both hands together in front of him as if praying. The flames broke on his 
hands like a wave splitting against a pier. Tut was shrouded in fire. 

Finally, Akhenotra snapped his mouth shut. 

And there was Tut. Here and there, patches of his robes had turned black, and a few spots 
smoldered. But Tut’s face remained calm. “You have misused my royal robes,” he said, looking down 
at one sleeve. As he did, he caught Alex’s eyes. “And my strange friends.” 

“And you destroyed the religion I gave my life to!” roared Akhenotra, taking a step toward Tut 
and holding one hand up in front of him. Heat haze shimmered in his palm, and when it faded, the 
priest held a fierce-looking ceremonial mace. Its copper head was heavy and ringed with spikes, and 
Alex had the sinking feeling that this image was no illusion. 

In response, Tut waved one arm toward the floor. The sleeve of his robe snapped from the quick, 
crisp movement, and suddenly Tut held a vicious, sickle-bladed sword. Alex stared at it as he 
struggled to sit up. It was a khopesh, Tut’s royal sword. 

Tut raised the blade and rushed toward Akhenotra, who raised his mace and closed the last few 
steps between them. The weapons came together with a loud clang. 

It. Was. On. 

Alex released his amulet and tried to push himself to his feet. He made it halfway before gasping 
with pain and beginning to fall back. A small hand stopped his fall, grabbing his right forearm. Ren. 
And then a strong arm slid under his back from the other side. Luke. Together, they raised him to his 
feet. 

“Are you okay?” said Ren, eyeing his red-and-oozy wound with concern. 

“It really hurts,” he admitted. “But I think it’s just on the surface.” 

“There’s not much surface left there, bro,” said Luke. 

PORRanngg! 

KLANG! 

The weapons continued to clash in the center of the chamber. 

“We have to help Tut!” said Ren, shifting her gaze from Alex’s shoulder to his eyes. 

“We have to get out of here!” said Luke. 

Ren was right. “First Tut,” Alex said. “Ifhe can take out Akhenotra, we’re safe from The Order 


in here.” But Alex had no idea what to do. He reached for his amulet again, so that he could at least 
know what Tut was saying. 

“Where is it?” Tut shouted, bringing his sword down hard only to have it blocked by the thick 
handle of the mace. He brought his sword up and down four more times in quick succession, each 
blow blocked but each accompanied by a word. 

“Where ...” Klong! 

“Is ...” Plonk! 

“My ...” Pring! 

“Heart!” Swanhkk! 

Akhenotra spun away deftly and delivered a sweeping blow of his own. “I took it with me,” he 
said as Tut stepped back and the mace head ripped at the front of his robes. “A peace offering to the 
god you betrayed.” 

“His heart,” whispered Alex, his head reeling as old, familiar facts clicked into place. The 
Ancient Egyptians always left the heart in the body during mummification; Tut was the only pharaoh 
ever discovered without one. “Akhenotra took his heart.” 

Without the heart, Tut couldn’t go through the weighing of the heart ceremony to gain entrance 
into the afterlife. He would be forever between worlds. Alex looked at the boy king, betrayed in both 
life and death. Now he understood what Tut had been searching for out in the desert — and the force 
behind those blows. 

“He must be so mad,” said Ren. 

As if in answer, Tut brought the sword down one more time. “Where is it?” he shouted. 

“It is my greatest offering,” said Akhenotra, raising his mace to block the blow. “And I will —” 

The force of the swing was too great. The heavy curved blade of Tut’s Ahopesh cut clean through 
the handle of the mace and sunk deep into the Death Walker’s chest. Both halves of the mace thunked 
to the floor. 

Akhenotra finished his sentence with a weak, distracted voice: “... offer it up along with you.” 

For a few moments, the two combatants just stood there looking at the spot where the blade had 
sunk in. Then Akhenotra stumbled backward. Tut released the sword, and it went with him. 

“Yes!” said Ren. 

But the Death Walker didn’t fall. 

“Why are you still standing?” said Tut. 

Akhenotra finally pulled his eyes away from his wound and looked up. “You can’t kill me,” he 
said, his tone more of realization than defiance. “I am already dead.” 

Alex dropped his head. The pain in his shoulder, the heat in the room, the hopelessness of the 
situation ... It all washed over him at once, swamping his defenses. His knees felt wobbly. “The 
Book of the Dead,” he mumbled, glancing over at the pile of ash and charred wood on the floor. “I 
can’t believe I got it fried.” 

“Yes,” said the priest. “You made that so easy for me.” Then he reached out and wrapped his 


hand around the hilt of the sword and slowly — and witha deeply disgusting sound — pulled it free 
of his own chest. He smiled triumphantly. “I am invincible,” he crowed, admiring his new weapon. 

But when he looked up, Tut was smiling, too. “I hope this isn’t indelicate of me,” he said. “But if 
it’s the Book of the Dead we need ...” 

He raised his hands to his neck and peeled his burned and torn robes to the side. “... then there’s 
something you should know,” he continued. 

His robes fell to the ground with a soft thud. The body beneath was covered in linen, and the 
linen was covered in rows of precise hieroglyphic writing and tiny, colorful paintings. “I am wrapped 
init.” 
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Have a Heart 


Ren stared at the tiny symbols covering Tut’s tightly wrapped frame. She’d seen the Book of the 
Dead printed on mummy wrappings before, but those had been covering dried-out husks in glass 
cases or on scraps of linen that had been flattened out and framed — not wrapped around moving legs 
and muscular shoulders. But there was a problem. A big one: “We still don’t know what spell,” she 
said. 

“You have to use the ibis!” Alex said. 

Ren scanned the room: the brilliant, unnatural sunlight; the heat so intense she felt like she was 
being microwaved; Tut unarmed and dressed only in bandages; Luke near the door in a wide sports 
stance but with nowhere to run; Alex badly injured; and the Death Walker stepping forward. 

Akhenotra’s first step was hesitant and unsure. The sword strike had taken something out of him. 
But by his second step he was already recovering. 

Ren’s first move was hesitant and unsure, too. She reached slowly for the ibis, dreading the 
flood of images. It had both helped them and hurt them. She still remembered stepping forward and 
confidently waving the Walker over in the desert. How was she supposed to know that image had 
been a warning? It’s not like the thing had an answer key. 

Akhenotra advanced on Tut, who took a step back. 

She had no choice. She closed her hand around the ibis and felt the warm, white stone against 


her palm. 

Ren had never been as smart as she’d wanted to be — not as brilliant as her dad or as 
effortlessly gifted as her brightest classmates — but she’d always closed the gap with effort. She did 
the extra work to prepare and attacked the extra credit. She always crushed those questions, because 
they could only help and not hurt, so she could relax. 

There’d be no relaxing now. This test could hurt; this test could kill. She held her breath, closed 
her eyes, and tried her absolute hardest to grab each image as it passed. 

A stone ram, eyes open, curled horns forward ... 

A simple but elegant boat, two painted oars at the back ... 

A gold and blue falcon, at rest, as if nesting ... 

A circle of fire ... 

Her eyes snapped open — she’d seen too much fire already. The amulet fell from her hand. 
“What am I looking for?” said Alex. “Something to do with fire, maybe?” 

She blinked over at him, refocusing her eyes. He’d taken a few steps toward Tut and was 
already scanning the wrappings. “I...” she began. “I’m not...” 

Why couldnt the amulet just show me Tuts stomach or armpit or wherever the right spell 
was? she thought. What did a boat have to do with it? 

“Hurry!” said Alex. 

Akhenotra took another step forward, much surer on his feet now, and raised the sword. 

Ren saw Alex wince as he grasped his amulet and pointed his hand at the approaching enemy. 
Wind shot forth and knocked Akhenotra back a few steps. 

Alex tried another blast, but this time the Walker leaned into it. Alex was weakening, and she 
watched in horror as the wind died down and the blade of the sword suddenly burst into flame. The 
sun priest slashed the air with the fiery blade, admiring his work. He had made the weapon his own. 

She parsed the images again. A ram? A falcon? A boat? Fire? Were these clues, she wondered, 
or warnings? Was the answer in there ... somewhere? 

“Which spell?” called Alex. 

“There’s a ram and a bird — a falcon, I think,” she called, “a boat, some fire ...” 

“Which one?” shouted Alex. “What exactly am I looking for?” 

Her pulse pounding in her ears, her head full of too much information and too little context, she 
finally called out the horrible truth: “I don’t know!” 
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Alex stared at Ren in disbelief. It seemed so strange to see a straight-A student straight up fail, but 
there was no denying it: Plus Ten Ren was minus ten in magic. 

If they were going to live, it was up to him. He quickly scanned Tut’s wrappings. Falcon, she’d 
said, but that was useless. The falcon symbol was part of half a dozen common hieroglyphs — there 


was a flock of them scattered over Tut’s wrappings. What was the other thing, a ram? 

Before Alex could get a good look, Tut backed up quickly and nearly shoulder checked him. 
Alex wasn’t used to his books moving. He ducked his head around the undead monarch and saw the 
Death Walker raise his flaming sword for another chop. The first one had missed, but ... 

“We need to buy some time!’ Alex shouted to his friends. 

“With what?” said Luke. “There’s nothing in here.” 

But that wasn’t exactly true. 

“I got your jar, Mister Blister!” called Ren. 

She had circled around the fighting and was once again standing behind the stone altar in the 
center of the chamber. This time she was holding up the single, ancient jar that had rested atop it. It 
was one of the few artifacts in the room and located in a position of honor. Alex figured it was worth 
a shot — but he didn’t expect it to provoke such a strong reaction. 

Akhenotra whirled around, the curved sword still raised above his head in wood-chopping 
position. “Put that down, girl!” he shouted, extending the sword toward her menacingly as he began 
striding toward the altar. “That is for the Aten!” 

Ren’s eyes grew huge, and Alex knew she hadn’t expected quite so strong a reaction, either. 
“Uh,” she said. 

“End around!” shouted Luke. With his sprinter’s speed, he crossed the chamber in no time flat 
and cut behind Ren with his hands out. 

Ren had seen enough football games to know what to do. She turned and executed a perfect 
handoff into Luke’s gut. Luke took the jar and sped toward the far side of the chamber. The Death 
Walker followed, breaking into a run of his own. Whatever was in that jar was important, but Alex 
had no time to wonder why that was. 

He got to work. Ram, falcon, boat, fire: He saw all of those things, as hieroglyphs or in the 
paintings. Too many choices. He looked for them all in the same spell, but it was hard — Tut 
wouldn’t stop moving. As Akhenotra traced a sandal-slapping circle around the room in pursuit of 
Luke, Tut turned to watch. He had developed a sudden interest in the jar himself. 

“Uh, Tut?” said Alex. No response. “Your, um, majesty?” he ventured. Still nothing. He gave up 
and started turning along with the text, trying to keep up despite the heat and pain. But then he saw 
something he hadn’t expected among the symbols. 

Is that ... an Aten? he wondered. His brain told him it was, but his amulet told him something 
else. It was a sun disk, but not the Aten. It was a symbol of Amun-Re, the sun god that reigned before 
and after the short-lived cult. Amun-Re was “one of the biggies,” as his mom liked to say, and Alex 
knew plenty about him. He knew that Tut had changed his own name from Tut-Ankh-Aten to Tut- 
Ankh-Amun in the sun god’s honor. He also knew that the symbols for Amun-Re included both the 
falcon and the ram. 

He quickly read the title of the prayer: “For sailing in the Great Boat of Amun-Re and passing 
safely over ...” 


“Uh, your majesty-ness,” he said to Tut, tapping one shoulder. “Could you raise your arm?” 

“Hmmm?” said Tut. “Oh, certainly.” 

Tut raised his right arm and Alex read the rest: “... the circle of flame.” 

Fire. This is it, thought Alex. Jt has to be ... And Amun-Re will definitely want a word with this 
dude. 

Alex risked a quick glance up and saw Akhenotra barely a sword-length behind Luke, who was 
red-faced and gasping in the intense heat. Alex filled his lungs with overheated air and began to recite 
the words: 

“For this is the flame which burns behind Re ...” 

The words hit Akhenotra like a cramp in the side, and his steady stride faltered. Luke pulled 
away. Akhenotra called out to him, a note of desperation slipping into his voice, “Give me the 
offering, child.” 

Luke looked back: “Yeah, right!” 

The anger rushed back into the Death Walker’s blister-scarred visage: “Give me the heart!” he 
bellowed. 

Tut turned again, and Alex barely managed to keep his place. The boy king uttered an ancient 
expression that loosely translated to: “Say what, now?” 

Alex wanted to plead with him to hold still, but he couldn’t break his chant or he’d have to start 
over. And there’d be no time for that. The Walker had identified the threat now, and was striding 
straight back toward them. Alex grabbed Tut’s shoulder with his free hand, holding him in place, and 
surrendered himself to the ancient text. “A path is laid for me ...” 

His chant gained strength and a phantom chorus rose up to whisper along. “My protection is that 
of Re...” 

As he neared the end, the text shook, nearly jarring him out of his trance. Instead, he gripped 
Tut’s shoulder tighter and sang the next word louder. He was too close now. Another sudden shudder, 
faint voices screaming at him from another world, but he dared not look away. 

He completed the spell. “... For I am He who travels, the Greater God.” 

He blinked his eyes, the color returning to them. He released Tut and stepped back as the world 
of the living slowly came into focus. 

Tut was standing with his own bronze sword buried deep in his chest, the blade no longer 
aflame but still sizzling slightly. Now Alex understood why the text had shaken so much. And 
Akhenotra — Alex gazed at the space in front of Tut — Akhenotra wasn’t standing at all. 

The Death Walker was on his back, his knees and hands pulling up and back above him as his 
carcass aged hundreds of years with each second, the skin drying and shriveling into the dark, taut 
leather of a mummy. 

Alex stepped around to get a better look at Tut, and the others rushed over to join him. He 
grasped his amulet once more, despite the pounding headache that using it for so long was beginning 
to cause him. “Are you okay?” he asked doubtfully, staring at the sword embedded in Tut’s chest and 


a second large gash next to it. Sliced and burned wrappings peeled away from either side. 

“I’m not sure,” said Tut, his voice soft. He tried to take a small step and his knees buckled 
slightly. “But it doesn’t matter now. Let me see the jar.” 

Huffing and puffing and gaping openly at the sword-wound, Luke handed it over. 

“Thank you,” said Tut, the imperious teen surprising them all by bowing slightly. “You have a 
strange name, Duuuuude, but fast feet.” 

Luke couldn’t understand a word of it, but Ren answered for him. “And you’ve got ...” she 
began. She paused as Tut lifted the ancient lid, and then completed her sentence: “... a lot of heart.” 

A broad smile blossomed on Tut’s face as he replaced the lid. He stepped forward, touched 
Alex lightly on his injured shoulder, and said, “I am sorry for your pain.” 

To Alex’s surprise the touch didn’t hurt his scorched shoulder at all. As he looked down, he saw 
why: The black-edged hole burned into his shirt now framed healthy skin, no tanner — or redder — 
than usual. 

“How —” he began but was cut off by a soft, metallic clang. 

He looked up and saw that the sword had fallen to the ground. 

There was nothing left to hold it up. 

King Tutankhamun was gone. 

A moment later, the room went dark. 
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Dark Deeds 


In the pitch-dark of the underground chamber, Luke couldn’ t remember where he’d dropped his 
backpack. He knew it had come off when the dead dude was chasing him, but he had no idea where or 
when. The others were searching for their discarded packs, too, and for a few minutes he just stood 
there in the dark and let them. 

Luke had a lot on his mind, and he was in no huge hurry to leave the chamber. Down here, they 
were all on the same team, all playing a part. Down here, they were safe. Plus, it was already cooling 
down. 

“I think I found yours, Ren!” Alex called from somewhere near the back wall. “Wait, never mind 
— it’s mine!” 

A moment later, Alex’s flashlight clicked on. Luke got busy pretending to get busy finding his 
pack. It was easier now with some light, and pretty soon, they all had their packs on and their 
flashlights pointed at the section of wall where the door had been. 

Luke’s fingertips were still raw from desperately clawing the stone for the slightest opening. But 
then he saw Alex’s flashlight click off, and he knew he was getting ready to use his amulet. He was 
confident his cousin would get them out; he was good with that magic bug. Sure enough, a few 
moments later, a narrow gap yawned open under the flashlight beams. Luke stepped forward and got a 
hand on it. He pushed until the strange doorway was open the rest of the way. 


“Should we stay here for a while?” he said once they were in the tunnel. 

“No,” said Ren. “I’ve been thinking ...” 

Figures, thought Luke. 

“We rushed in here like a herd of elephants. If they pick up our trail, they could find this door — 
or just leave people here. I think we need to get out before we’re trapped.” 

That was good enough for Alex, but Luke had a bad feeling as they headed toward Tut’s tomb. 
Part of that was thirst and exhaustion and peeling skin. But there was something else, something 
bigger. 

He considered the other two as he walked. His flashlight beam danced off Ren’s back. She was 
barely as tall as a batting tee, but she’d come through again. Alex was just ahead of her. Luke glanced 
up at him. The little dude had straight up been barbecued and still taken care of business. It seemed 
amazing to him that just a few weeks ago, he’d thought of both of them as little twerps. But then, a lot 
of the things he’d thought and done over that time seemed unbelievable. 

They reached the doorway at the top of the tunnel and paused while Alex opened it. “It’s like 
picking a lock,” he said. “I just have to find the weak point.” 

Behind him, Luke winced unseen. 

There was no light to give them away now, and they switched off their flashlights as the 
doorway slid open. But the tomb was dark and quiet beyond. They stepped out cautiously, switched 
their flashlights back on, and pointed them at the floor. 

“King Tut’s tomb,” whispered Ren as the battered and lightly toasted crew shuffled through the 
famous chambers. When they’d seen it the first time, it had been a bone-strewn archaeological site. 
Now it felt like walking through a friend’s place after he’d moved away. 

“That dude was all right,” said Luke, almost to himself. 

“Funny, he said the same thing about you — Duuuude,” said Ren. 

Luke let out a little laugh, but he secretly wished she wouldn’t be so nice. It made everything 
harder for him. There was no sign of The Order inside, but they grew quiet again as they neared the 
exit. The cool night air soothed their skin, and moonlight filled the tunnel mouth as the three crept 
forward. Before they even made it to the shark-cage gate, they could see the flashlights and hear the 
muffled words of their pursuers. But they were no longer right in front of the tomb. 

“Theyre heading away,” whispered Alex. Luke leaned out and saw the sun-bleached bone of the 
back of Peshwar’s mask glowing eerily in the faint moonlight. They were slowly moving on. It was 
good news, but Luke’s heart sank. 

“We should go now, before they change their mind or send someone back,” whispered Ren. 

Alex agreed: “We can slip off in the other direction if we stay low and move quietly.” 

The open valley lay in front of them and the murderous hunting party lurked behind. His cousin 
was right: They probably could make it. 

But Luke could never allow that. Not this close. Not when they might see him, too, and know he 
helped. 


His head swam and his guts churned. For a moment, he thought he might throw up, right then and 
there. He almost wished he would. It would do the job well enough. He couldn’t believe he’d gotten 
himself into this mess. 

It had seemed so easy at first. They’d just wanted information. And they’d paid well for it. Well 
enough that he would be able to get private coaching, the best equipment, everything he’d need to live 
his dream. 

But then they’d gone further — way too far. He’d wanted to quit then. He’d tried to quit. He 
thought knocking out the guy on the train was a pretty effective resignation. Then he’d made that last 
phone call in Luxor ... 

He filled his lungs with cool night air. 

For a few more steps, that was all he did. But then he forced himself to remember that call, the 
actual words: We’ll kill them. We’ll kill your parents. 

“HEY!” he shouted. “We’re over here!” 

Alex and Ren swung around, the moonlight delicately tracing the shock on their faces. A moment 
later, the sound of boots, running hard, filled the air. 

“Tm sorry,” Luke said, punishing himself by looking his friends in the eyes. 

“Luke ...” said Alex, and the disappointment and hurt in his voice smashed Luke’s heart like 
glass. 

“I had to,” he said, his own tone just as heavy. 

“I can’t believe ...” said Ren, wrestling with it. “You ’re the mole?” 

Luke looked down, his friends’ expressions already burned into his memory. “I’m sorry,” he 
repeated. Then he stood up tall and pointed down at his crouched comrades. 

“OVER HERE!” he shouted again. 
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A Grave Situation 


The worst part for Alex was that he kind of could believe it. He’d wanted to believe that his 
cooler, older cousin really did like him, really was his friend. And maybe he’d wanted that too much, 
because the memories flashed through his mind now. Every time Luke had slipped away to make a 
phone call — and every time The Order had been waiting for them. And not just in Egypt. He 
remembered how Luke had “stalled” the cult’s thugs just long enough for Alex to arrive at a museum 
in London. He remembered the sight of Ren knocked out on the floor and the eerie sense that they’d 
all been waiting for him. It had been a trap ... 

The crack of a rifle and the ping of a bullet jarred him back to brutal reality. Luke took off 
running, not so much toward the hunters as away from the prey. Alex watched him go, and other 
memories went with him: of the times he’d helped them, saved them. Could it all have been just to 
gain their trust? The sky lit up red. 

An energy dagger exploded into the sandy ground at Alex’s feet with a vicious crackle. For a 
second he and Ren were lit clearly in the mght. A chorus of rifle fire followed, and the two remaining 
friends dove for cover. 

Ren made a small sound, like a yelp, as she hit the ground. 

“Are you hit?” Alex gulped. 

“T’m okay,” she gasped. 

The night lit up red again. Another energy dagger zoomed just over Ren’s head. Peshwar was 
getting closer and finding her range. The rifles sounded in the crimson light, but even as the volley of 


bullets flew one way, Alex sent a wave of wind and sand back the other. Turned toward the enemy 
with his right hand outstretched, Alex felt a bullet tear through the nylon of his pack. The impact 
tugged him a few inches back — which is how much the next bullet missed him by. 

“Not the boy!” he heard Peshwar shout. “Kill the little one, the girl.” 

It was Alex’s worst nightmare: His best friend paying for his life with hers. 

As another dagger came flying through the night, Alex and Ren raced back into the only cover the 
moonlit valley floor offered: Tut’s tomb. Alex slammed the gate behind him with his hand and then 
spent precious seconds locking it with his amulet. He had no illusions that a shark-cage gate could 
stop a lioness, but maybe it could buy them enough time. 

They rushed back into the pitch-dark tomb to the sound of shouts and boots behind them. 

“We’re trapping ourselves!” huffed Ren. 

“The secret doorway —” said Alex. 

“But Luke ...” Ren said. “Luke knows about it.” 

“Maybe they won’t be able to get it open. It’s our best chance.” 

And now that they were back inside the tomb, it was the only one left. 

They raced through the now familiar tomb, the sound of crashing metal behind them speeding 
their steps as they crossed the treasury chamber. 

The strange doorway had already slid halfway closed since their exit, protecting its secret like 
healing a wound. Ren rushed through the narrow gap and Alex turned his shoulders to follow. 

Once inside he glanced back at the shrinking portal. Hurry, little doorway, he thought. 

“Come on,” hissed Ren. 

They rushed down the tunnel, their flashlight beams lightning-bugging in front of them. They 
reached the second doorway and Alex turned sideways and sucked in his chest to squeeze inside. 

“Maybe they won’t find the entrance,” he said, peering out the gap — but a moment later, light 
leaked into the top of the tunnel. Voices echoed down it, and then footsteps. The first doorway hadn’t 
closed fast enough. The friends watched from the inside as the second doorway finally slid shut, 
sealing them in the ancient underground chamber. 

They both knew this was where they’d make their final stand. 


+--+ 3 


Ren swung her flashlight around, confirming that Akhenotra was still out of commission. She 
remembered Todtman’s warning: Without the Lost Spells, the Walkers might be able to come back 
again. 

She could hear Alex breathing next to her. “What do we do now?” she said. 

“We wait, I guess,” he whispered back. “I try to keep this door shut: my amulet against her 
mask.” 

“And if it doesn’t work?” 


“Then we fight.” 

Ren nodded. Easy for him to say. His amulet had some teeth. Hers seemed more confusing than 
dangerous. Then she remembered something. She swung her flashlight across the floor until the beam 
reflected back at her. She went over and picked up Tut’s sword, still warm to the touch. 

“Do you know how to use that thing?” asked Alex as she returned to his side. 

“No idea,” she admitted. 

Two quick thuds cut the conversation short. 

“They’re hitting the other side,” said Alex. “With a rifle or something.” 

Another thud, and then silence. 

“If they get in ...” Ren began. She shuddered deeply in the still warm chamber as she pictured it. 
A pack of armed gunmen bursting into the chamber, followed by the lioness ... 

“We don’t have much of a chance,” said Alex softly, confirming her fears. “If only there were 
some other way out. Some other ...” 

His flashlight swept along the wall and then stopped. “There! I see a ...” But his voice trailed 
off. It was just the false door. The space between the columns was solid rock, painted reddish orange. 
It was a symbolic gateway for the dead, but a dead end for the living. 

Behind them, the wall cracked open and a long gap appeared, lit by electric light. Alex grasped 
his amulet and tried to push back with his mind against Peshwar’s magic. But four strong hands 
reached into the gap and began to pull. The opening grew. 

Alex dropped the amulet. He and Ren rushed behind the altar, the only cover the room had to 
offer, nearly tripping over the death-curled Death Walker. As the doorway slid open, light spilled into 
the chamber. They crouched behind the stone slab as an electric lantern lit the room around them. It 
was a sad game of hide-and-seek: a game they couldn’t win for a price they couldn’t pay. 

Alex leaned closer and whispered: “When they come in, P1 go at them with everything I’ve got. 
If I can hold them off for long enough, maybe you can sneak —” 

“No!” said Ren, a little too loud. “I am not leaving you here.” 

She felt the weight of the sword in her hand and understood its futility. 

As the voices entered the chamber and the lantern reduced their hiding place to a shrinking 
puddle of shadow, she slowly put down the sword. 

As Alex whispered two last words — “Get ready” — her hand moved to her amulet. 

Alex’s scarab could do so much — had done so much. The ibis had helped them in London but 
been completely unreliable here, confusing as much as it cleared up. Why? 

Ren couldn’t understand the lioness’s words, but she could hear the footsteps getting closer. She 
knew her best friend would pop up and start fighting soon, and that their last battle would begin and 
end in this chamber. 

What am I doing wrong? she asked herself. 7 am trying even harder now. Whenever I use it, I 
try so hard ... 

And just like that, she thought she understood. There was only one way to know for sure. As she 


slowly wrapped her hand around her amulet, she formed a few words of her own. The hunters were 
too close now even for whispers, so she said them in her head. 

She hadn’t earned her A’s on the tests alone. She put too much pressure on herself and froze up 
or overthought things sometimes. But the extra credit, whether questions or assignments: That’s where 
she earned her A’s. Because there were no wrong answers there. They could only help, never hurt. No 
pressure, everything free for the taking. 

Extra credit, she said to herself. Anything the ibis gives me is more than we have now. She 
didn’t squint down and hold her breath. She just closed her eyes and let the images come. To her 
surprise, there was only one this time. Simple and clear. 

“Alex,” she said, opening her eyes. 

But Alex was already standing up. His hand was around his own amulet, and a sudden powerful 
wind wiped away her words. He ducked back down next to her and she tried again: “Alex!” 

But gunfire and the crackle of an energy dagger drowned out her words. Bullets chipped rock 
from the back wall, and the crimson energy exploded into the altar in front of them, lighting the 
chamber like a red dawn. 

“Give up now or I will kill you both,” called Peshwar in English. “It was never my wish to 
spare you.” 

Ren shouted in Alex’s ear: “Blast her one more time and then run as hard as you can through 
that!” She pointed toward the false door along the wall to their right. 

As she did, she saw the toe of a boot poke out from the side of the altar. One of the gunmen had 
reached them. Ren reached down and — in one quick motion, as the bullet slid into the chamber of the 
rifle above them — she brought the sword up and down. 

“AAAAAAAH!” cried the man, blood rushing out the chopped-off end of his boot. 

“Never mind,” Ren shouted, dropping the sword and grabbing Alex’s shoulder. “Go now!” 

They sprang to their feet and rushed past the one-and-a-half-footed gunman. Alex swiped his 
free hand out to the side, releasing a fan of concentrated air to hold their attackers off, but a red glow 
grew in the room. 

As the energy dagger flew straight toward the sprinting friends, Ren rushed toward the painted 
stone of the false door, dragging Alex behind her. 

“What are you doing?” he shouted. 

“Trust me!” she called back. It was her turn to take the lead, but she still had doubts. She’d seen 
herself stepping through this thing, but if she was wrong ... 

“Wait!” called Alex, but his legs kept churning. 

She braced for the dull thud of stone, the possibility of impact, as she ran headfirst into the false 
door. But instead of a crash, she felt a strange, static POP! 

She had run straight through the wall — and out of the world she knew. 

She found herself in a strange twilight realm, lit only by the dim glow ofa distant horizon. Her 
body felt as if it were suspended in some unseen liquid, and there was a loud buzzing in her ears. It 


was a shadowy dream world, but she could feel it humming all around her like a high-voltage wire, 
and she knew deep down that it was both real and dangerous. 

A moment later, she felt Alex’s weight under her hand again as she dragged him through the 
portal behind her. She dug her hand tight into his arm but didn’t dare look back. 

All around her, strange sights and sounds vied for her attention. Human voices, human faces, and 
other voices, too, other shapes. She saw a stronger light in front of her, a glowing square. She ran 
toward it, her feet feeling slow and heavy. She pulled Alex along, terrified she would lose her grip. 

She tried to shout out to him, but there was no oxygen in her lungs, and none around them. And 
yet she felt fine, as if she’d never needed air in the first place. 

A massive serpent cut across her vision, as long as two city buses — an image out of a 
nightmare. Her eyes grew wide. She ran faster, pulled harder. The square of light was just ahead, 
revealing itself for what it really was. Could she reach it before the ghostly serpent reached them? 

Its mouth was opening now, an abyss of blackness behind long, gray fangs. Another step, another 
tug, and the light of the doorway swallowed them. The serpent vanished into memory. 

Dark again. 

“Alex?” she said, surprised to find air in her lungs. 

Silence, and then... 

“Mmmm. Air conditioning.” 

Ren put her hand down and felt cool tile. They were lying on the floor. The air around them 
crisp, almost cold ... 

She rose to one knee and her eyes slowly adjusted to the weak light. There were tall windows 
along the wall, framing an unfamiliar nighttime scene. And inside, a soft electric glow that Ren had 
known her entire life. 

“It’s a museum,” she said. “We’re in a museum.” 

She didn’t know which museum, or where, but she knew what wing they were in. The ancient 
Egyptian false door behind them told her that much. 


Epilogue 


Truth and Consequences 


Head still reeling, Alex took a moment to assess his surroundings. The museum setting calmed 
his frayed nerves slightly as he leaned forward to read a small silver-gray information plaque. He 
knew the language well enough. His father was Egyptian, but his mother’s family ... “It’s German,” he 
whispered. 

“Are we in Germany?” said Ren. 

“I don’t know,” said Alex. His head was swimming with too many questions to list, much less 
answer. He gazed out a tall window at the placid night beyond, where sleek, modern streetlights 
glowed softly. “Maybe,” he added. 

“How is that possible?” said Ren. 

He shook his head. He felt like a small boat bobbing up and down on waves of disbelief. “No 
idea.” 

But Ren kept at it. “Did we just travel through ...” 

“I think so,” Alex said, admitting it as much to himself as to her. “We just traveled through the 
afterlife.” 

A look of horror dawned on Ren’s face, and she looked down at her own hand as if expecting to 
find a skeleton there. “It’s okay,” said Alex. “I think the false doors, and the amulets — your amulet 
... He smiled at her. 

But as he took a step toward her, his foot broke an invisible beam, and the museum’s state-of- 
the-art laser security system lit up the room with a fireworks show of flashing light and blaring noise. 

They didn’t know what they were doing — or where they were going — but they’d had plenty of 
experience running at this point. They followed the glowing arrows of the exit signs as the sounds of 
shouts and footsteps joined the cacophony. 

Ren spotted the front doors first and arrived a few seconds ahead of Alex. He looked back over 
his shoulder and saw a pair of guards rushing down a grand marble staircase. He turned back to the 
doors and reached for his amulet to try to unlock them. 

But Ren was already holding her amulet. Before he could even take hold of his, he saw a white 
glow flash from her closed fist and heard a loud click! 


“Got it!” she said. 

Alex looked over at her, a strange mix of surprise and pride washing through him. “That’s new,” 
he managed. 

“Just push!” she said. 

The friends shouldered through the door and bolted like racehorses into the night. Alex felt both 
freedom and frustration, triumph and sorrow. They’d failed to recover the Lost Spells and lost a 
friend, but they’d banished a Death Walker. He’d picked up his mom’s trail but was left with nothing 
more than a name from the past. Angela Felini had taken care of him — and moved away. Was this his 
mom 5 way of saying that she was moving on, too? It was a terrifying thought, but he had no way to 
know for sure. 

What he did know: There was still work to do, and the time for babysitters was over. Was he on 
his own, then? He looked over at the boot-chopping, amulet-wielding best friend running beside him. 


Far from it. 


Luke’s arm was bent uncomfortably behind his back, held there by one of The Order’s thugs. Peshwar 
stood in front of him outside the tomb. 

“Listen, Peshwawa, or whatever — I did what you wanted,” he said. 

“You have failed us,” she said in her harsh, sandpaper voice. “Again.” 

“What?” he said. “I ... I mean, sure, I had to do a few things to ‘gain their trust’ — just like you 
said — but I still ... I mean, that dude on the train was unconscious when I got there.” 

“T am not talking about that, though of course you are lying,” she said, her English just as 
proficient, and emotionless, as her Arabic. “Your shout was badly timed. It gave them time to get back 
into the tomb and escape ... for now.” 

“Hey,” said Luke. “My job was to give you information — or give you Alex. I tried. It’s not my 
fault if you dropped the ball.” 

She slapped him hard across the face. The surprise was more jarring than the pain — though that 
was no picnic. He tried to shake free, but the thug tightened his grip. That hurt, too. 

“Let him go,” said Peshwar. 

“Yeah!” said Luke, shaking out his arm dramatically once the man released it. “That’s more like 
it.” He turned to Peshwar. “So, what’s next?” 

She considered him silently and then said: “You run, little boy. That’s what’s next.” 

Luke looked into the black skull sockets that hid her eyes, and suddenly he understood. It took 
him a little longer than it would have taken most people, maybe, but now he got it. The others were 
gone. He was no use to The Order anymore. And with his cover blown, he never would be. 

“This is your pay,” said the lioness. “The chance to save yourself.” 

Without another word or another look, Luke spun around and sprinted across the valley floor. 


He’d had years of training and he did everything right: perfect posture, optimal stride length ... 

It didn’t matter. 

The valley floor in front of him lit up rose-red. 

He lengthened his stride, leaning forward as if lunging for the finish line — and he was finished, 
all right. The energy dagger sank into his back with a dull crackling sound and a pain more intense 
than he’d ever imagined possible. 

He fell to the hard desert ground, full-speed and face-first, like a gazelle gunned down 


midstride. 


Evil thoughts flitted around Todtman, murderous urges so intense they almost seemed to have physical 
form. He fended them off as best he could, his hand on his amulet and the rubber tip of his cane 
punching the concrete floor of the warehouse as he moved briskly along one wall. 

Somewhere beneath this massive building was The Order’s headquarters. He was sure of it, but 
as he made his way through the shadowy space, he stopped short. 

It wasn’t a doorway or a guard that had caught his attention. 

It was five massive blocks of stone, each nearly twice as tall as him and weighing tons. He 
examined the first of them. The surface was carved but weathered, thousands of years of sandy desert 
winds rounding the edges. And then, in one corner, he saw a more deliberate incursion. 

The stone had been chipped away — sculpted. The shape emerging was unmistakable. A 
massive, muscular arm, as thick as a tree trunk, and at the end ... 

A hand, thought Todtman. But such a hand. A stone hand so large and strong that it looked as if it 
could control an entire world. 

An evil thought slipped into his mind, whether from without or within, it was impossible to say: 
That is exactly what this monstrous thing is being built to do. 
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On the Run 


Moving at a dead run through an unfamiliar city, Alex Sennefer risked a quick look behind him. 
Were the guards from the museum still after them? Had the police joined the chase? At first, all he 
saw was a broad street and wide sidewalks, lit at even intervals by streetlights and dotted with 
nighttime walkers. Then he heard a shout, sharp and clear: “Halt!” A guard rounded a corner and 
came into view, his tie flapping as his shoes slapped the sidewalk. 

Is he armed? wondered Alex. Are there half a dozen more men right behind him? He turned to 
his best friend, Renata Duran, who was running beside him. “We need to get off this” — he huffed in 
another breath — “street” — puffed it out — “and hide!” 

“Yeah!” said Ren. She was twelve years old, like Alex, but small for her age, and her short legs 
pumped furiously to keep up. “Which way?” 

To their left was a large, dark park, a slumbering stretch of trimmed grass and thick trees, 
surrounded by a tall iron fence. Alex scanned the fence line for an opening but then thought better of 
it. A fence could protect them — but it could also trap them inside. 

Across the street to the right was a long stretch of open sidewalk and closed shops. 

“Go right!” Alex said. 

“Okay,” said Ren, “but not yet ...” 

Alex looked back — now a second guard was running just behind the first. 

“Uh, are you sure?” said Alex. 

“Wait!” Ren called. 

“Why?” he asked. Then he noticed a vague rumbling noise. 

“Just keep running!” 

Alex swung his head around and saw a single, large headlight in the center of the street. Steel 
tracks in the road caught the growing light. It was a streetcar, heading toward them. 

“Got it!” he shouted. The two friends sprinted off the sidewalk and into the street, straight toward 


the oncoming train. 

The streetcar sounded its horn: a harsh, electric blare. 

The guards were closer now and called out in German again: “Halt! Vorsicht!” 

But Alex barely heard them as he sprinted across the deadly steel tracks right behind Ren. The 
horn blared, voices cried out, and the massive car rumbled forward. If he tripped, he’d be cut in half 
by heavy steel wheels. But with a few quick, careful strides, he and Ren cleared the tracks. 

The streetcar rumbled on. Through the windows, Alex could see its few passengers gaping at the 
brazen duo. 

By the time it passed, the two friends were gone. The street was quiet once more, and the guards 
were bent over, hands on knees, breathing heavily and staring into several small, dark side streets. 
The trespassers were headed down one of them. They just didn’t know which one. 
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“I think we lost them,” said Ren as the pair hustled down a short street called Robert Stolz Platz. The 
street ended in a small park, this one unfenced, and the friends skirted its dark edges. 

“Great,” said Alex, taking a quick look back and slowing his pace. “Then it’s official: We’re all 
lost.” 

They took a left onto a street bearing the improbable name Nibelungengasse and slowed to a walk. 
“Yeah,” said Ren, breathing heavily and looking both ways down the little street. “Seriously. Where 
are we?” 

He knew she didn’t mean what street or even what neighborhood. She meant what city? What 
country? They had arrived here through a false door, a ceremonial ancient Egyptian portal that had 
somehow allowed them to travel from the Valley of the Kings in Egypt to another false door in the 
Egyptian wing of a museum here — wherever here was. 

For weeks, Alex and Ren had been on the hunt for two things: Alex’s mom and the powerful Lost 
Spells of the Egyptian Book of the Dead. His mom had used those Spells to revive him as he lay on 
life support in a New York hospital. But in doing so, she’d opened a gateway to the afterlife and the 
sinister ancient entities known as the Death Walkers had escaped. She and the Spells vanished after 
that, and Alex and Ren had traveled halfway around the world to find them. 

But they weren’t the only ones. The Order’s deadly operatives were looking for them, too, and 
hounded the friends wherever they went. They knew the evil cult was working with the Death Walkers 
in some vast sinister conspiracy. The last Walker had spoken of ruling with The Order. Whatever they 
were up to, it was big, and if the cult found the Spells first, the Death Walkers would be unstoppable, 
and the whole world would suffer. 

Alex shuddered slightly in the night and looked around at a scene that seemed far less grim. The 
buildings were lit softly by a combination of streetlights and moonlight, and the architecture was old 


and beautiful. “It’s so pretty,” said Ren. 

“This whole city looks like something you’d find on top of a cake,” agreed Alex. He nodded 
toward a nearby building. It was painted a delicate light green that did, indeed, look a bit like 
frosting. It reminded him of an exhibit he’d seen at The Metropolitan Museum of Art back in New 
York, where his mom had worked as an Egyptologist before she disappeared. “Is that, like, art deco?” 
he said. 

Ren shook her head in disapproval. “Don’t be ignorant,” she said. “It’s art nouveau.” 

“Oh, obviously,” he said sarcastically, but he didn’t doubt her. He was aware that she knew a lot 
more about it than he did. Her dad was a senior engineer back at the Met, his mom’s most trusted 
coworker, and Ren had inherited his love of elegant angles and solid construction. 

“What was that?” Ren gasped, interrupting his thoughts. 

“What was what?” 

“I thought I saw something slip between those buildings,” said Ren, pointing. “Just, like, a 
shadow.” 

Alex followed her finger but didn’t see anything. “It’s the middle of the night,” he said. “There are 
shadows everywhere.” 

New voices echoed down the little street. A small white dog turned the corner and then two 
people appeared behind it. “Let’s ask them where we are,” said Alex. 

“Can we trust them?” said Ren. 

Alex understood her cautiousness. They had already been betrayed once that night. He could still 
picture his cousin Luke standing up in the moonlit desert and shouting, Over here, giving away their 
position to the brutal death cult. He was still stunned that his own cousin was working for The Order 
... but another glance at the middle-aged couple put his mind at ease. “They’ve got a shih tzu,” he 
said. “Not exactly an attack dog.” 

He waved as the couple approached: a man and a woman, wearing casual clothes but fancy shoes. 
The signs — and shouts — had all been in German so far, but that was the only clue they had about 
their location. Fortunately, his mom’s family was from Germany. 

“Hallo!” he called. He knew that part. “Wo, um, sind wir?” Where are we? Maybe? He was less 
sure of that, and longed for the smooth, fluid German his mom had always used on the phone with his 
grandmother. 

The man holding the leash smiled and responded with a barrage of rapid-fire German that baffled 
Alex. 

“Ich spreche nur ein bisschen Deutsch,” said Alex with an apologetic shrug. J speak only a little 
German. 

The woman answered this time, wearing a patient smile and speaking precise English. “You are 
American, yes? You are on Nibelungengasse.” 

Ren spoke up. “Not what street,” she said. ““We’d like to know what city this is.” 


The dog walkers exchanged quick, confused smiles. Even the dog seemed to regard them with 
tongue-lolling pity. 

“You are in Wien, of course,” said the man. “Vienna. Is there something you need help with? Are 
you... lost?” 

“No, we’re fine,” said Alex. “But thanks.” 

The dog walkers went on their way, but the strangest thing happened as Alex turned to give one 
last embarrassed wave. He thought he saw a shadow, too, a thin slice of night slipping from one side 
of the streetlight’s glow to the other. 

“Wow, Vienna,” said Ren, looking around with fresh eyes. 

“That’s got to be two thousand miles from where we were,” said Alex. “And it felt like it took a 
minute.” He remembered their desperate sprint through a strange and murky landscape ... Had they 
really traveled through the afterlife? 

His mind was full of big questions and confusing new realities, but right now he had a more 
immediate concern. As his eyes scanned the dark edges of the street, he felt the ancient scarab amulet 
at his neck growing warm against his skin. A warning: Death was lurking nearby. 

“Maybe we should, uh, find someplace to stay,” he said. 

He suddenly wanted to be anywhere other than the dark streets of an unfamiliar city. He reached 
into the pocket of his jeans, but all he pulled out was a handful of Egyptian bills. Useless. What good 
was Egyptian capital in the capital of Austria? 

“Maybe we can find somewhere to change those when the stores open tomorrow,” said Ren. 

“Maybe tomorrow,” Alex repeated absently. His eyes were fixed on a dark corner that seemed, 
somehow, to be darker than the rest. 

It was tonight he was worried about. 


Shadow of a Doubt 


A little while later, they found themselves hiding in a secluded park. Around them, as night settled 
in, the city’s lights blinked out one by one. 

“I wish we had our tents,” said Alex, trying to find a way to sit that didn’t involve getting stabbed 
by tree roots. The park was nice and clean and leafy — as everything in Vienna seemed to be — but it 
was still a dark and open space. And Alex had other concerns. Shadows shifted all around them, with 
every gust of wind through the trees. 

“Well, the tents are back in Egypt,” said Ren matter-of-factly. “All we have is this.” She swung 
her small backpack onto the thick grass and began pawing through it. She pulled out her flashlight and 
clicked it on and off quickly. “Still works!” 

Alex unzipped his backpack, too. He pushed his hand inside and felt around for his flashlight. He 
felt the burned shirt he’d changed out of, the smooth cover of his passport, and then a little pool of 
sand that had settled at the bottom of the pack. “Can you believe we were just in the desert?” he said 
as his hand finally closed around his flashlight. 

“I kind of can’t believe any of it,” said Ren. “We basically ran through a fake door painted on 
solid stone in Egypt and straight out another one in Austria. And I know the only thing that makes 
sense is that we traveled through the afterlife — I mean, I saw it. But I still can’t believe it. It creeps 
me out.” 

Alex was listening, but also looking out into the night. As he did, he saw it again. The darkness 
seemed to coalesce into a slice of deeper black. Alex pointed his flashlight and clicked it on. But the 
light cut straight through and hit the trunk of one of the two thick trees they were camped between. 

“What are you doing?” said Ren. 

“Nothing. I guess I’m just freaked out, too.” 

Ren looked at him carefully. Her face was a gray oval in the night. “Do you think we’re okay?” 
she said. “I mean, if we traveled through the afterlife ... were we — are we — um, dead?” 


Alex shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think we were just, like, passing through? It must be the 
amulets that let us do that.” He glanced over at her Egyptian ibis amulet, the image of a pale white 
bird, glowing faintly in the moonlight. He felt the weight of the scarab hanging from his neck. 

“Well, I guess you would know,” said Ren, before quickly adding: “I mean because you’ve had 
your amulet for longer. Not because ...” 

Alex nodded. He knew what she meant: Not because he’d been dead before. 

Not because his mom had accidentally unleashed death so that he could live. 

His mom. 

The thought hit him like an avalanche: a cold and massive weight. They’d picked up her trail in the 
Valley of the Kings. They’d been so close to her — and now, just hours later, they were a continent 
away. It felt frustrating and unfair. He didn’t know why she was running. She had always looked after 
him, always known what to do, so why abandon him now? He couldn’t figure it out. But he knew he 
needed to find her. And not just to put his growing doubts to rest, but also because the Spells she had 
with her were the only things powerful enough to end the evil spreading across the globe. 

A memory flashed through his mind: his mom’s handwriting in a government logbook in the Valley 
of the Kings. She’d signed a fake name, but a familiar one: Angela Felini, one of his old babysitters. 
But there was no one looking after him now, not his mom and not Angela, who’d moved to 
Alexandria, Virginia, years ago. Now he felt like he alone was responsible — for himself, and for all 
the trouble he’d caused. 

Ren interrupted his thoughts. “We should call Todtman.” 

Dr. Ernst Todtman was the leader of their unlikely group, and the last time they’d seen him was in 
Cairo. They hadn’t heard from the mysterious German scholar since they’d split up to cover more 
ground. 

“Yeah, definitely,” said Alex. He dug into his pocket for his disposable cell phone — what Ren 
called his “spy phone.” He clicked it on and checked the screen. He’d had calls from his own phone 
forwarded to it — just in case his mom tried to reach him — but he had no missed calls at all. And 
now the battery was almost dead. 

“Do you think our phones will work here?” 

“Maybe. They worked in London and Egypt. Todtman must have gotten, like, the international plan 
when he bought the phones.” 

Alex dialed, but once again the call went straight to voice mail. He left a quick message. 

“Its me. We’re in Vienna. Austria. lIl try to explain when you call us. A lot has happened. Don’t 
trust Luke. Please call!” 

Ren ruined some of the urgency of Alex’s message by letting out a mighty yawn. “Sorry,” she said. 
“Really tired.” 

“Me too,” said Alex. “I guess we should get some sleep and try Todtman again in the morning.” 

“What if they find us?” 


They. Alex knew she didn’t mean the guards from the museum. She meant The Order. “We left 
them in the dust back in Egypt,” he said, hoping it was true. “Or the sand, anyway. There’s no way 
they could know we ended up here.” 

“Okay,” Ren said sleepily. She put her backpack behind her head and lay down on the soft grass. 
“Maybe one of us should stay awake and keep watch.” 

“Pll take the first watch,” said Alex. He was really tired but felt like he owed it to her. He was the 
reason she was here in the first place. 

Ren fell asleep immediately, leaving Alex alone with his thoughts. He leaned against his backpack 
and gazed into the dark summer night. The air was warm and the faintest strains of classical music 
floated out from some open window far away. He scanned the shadows, measured the darkness. He 
told himself there was nothing there — but he didn’t quite believe it. He needed to know for sure. 

He reached up and slipped the ancient scarab amulet from under his shirt. It was plain and chunky 
as Egyptian artifacts went, just polished stone and refined copper. But the scarab beetle was a 
powerful symbol of resurrection in ancient Egypt, and the amulet had tremendous power. It could 
activate the Book of the Dead and banish the Death Walkers; it could move objects and summon 
powerful winds; and lastly, it could detect the undead. 

Alex closed his hand around it. Even as his pulse revved with ancient energy, he sought to calm 
his mind. To open up and stretch out with his senses ... For a second, he thought he felt something: a 
slight presence no more substantial than the last soap bubble in the sink. But then it slipped away. It 
was such a weak signal that he wasn’t entirely sure he had felt it at all. 

He released the amulet and chastised himself. He had too much real trouble to go inventing more. 
A Death Walker would light up his amulet like a battleship on a radar screen. Why drive himself 
crazy with a weak, slippery signal that might not exist at all? 

It had been a long day with lots of running. Alex’s grimy nylon backpack wasn’t much of a pillow, 
but he was sure he could lie back and relax a little and still stay awake. But a moment later, his eyes 
fluttered closed, and he fell fast asleep. 
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The shadow had followed them from the afterlife. It liked this new boy who was shadowed by death, 
too. How was it possible to bear the marks of death and still be so full of life? The shadow didn’t 
know, but it wondered if it could take that energy for itself. If it could gorge on this boy’s life and 
become full. Maybe it would even remember who it had been, once upon a time, so long ago. 

It leaned over Alex as he slept, and pinched his nose shut. 

Alex immediately began to squirm. It was a soft movement at first, as if rolling to get more 
comfortable. But as the oxygen ceased to flow, he twisted with a bit more urgency. 

The shadow concentrated. At first it was all it could do to hold the nostrils of the squirming boy 


closed. It was still a weak presence in this world, and this was the outer limit of its influence here. 

Alex opened his mouth and gasped. That was what the shadow had been waiting for. The strange 
creature breathed deeply, sucking the warm air leaving Alex’s lungs straight into its own dark form. 
And as it did, it grew stronger. Its hand grew more defined. What had been little more than a cold, 
dark paw now resolved itself into individual fingers, a wrist. 

The shadow pressed its new hand down over Alex’s nose. He thrashed beneath the increasing 
force and, finally, his eyes snapped open. 

What he saw made no sense to him, just an impenetrable darkness hanging over him. And then he 
saw its milky gray eyes. 

It was a sheut, the shadowy vessel that the ancient Egyptians believed contained a person’s spirit 
and self, their ka and ba. Alex had seen the pooled blackness at the feet of the living in the ancient art 
at the Met. But the body of this one was long dead, and the ka and ba had fled. Something had gone 
wrong, and they hadn’t been reunited in the afterlife. All that was left was this thing of darkness: a 
shadow of its former self. 

Alex watched in horror as a stream of soft white fog rose from his own open mouth and 
disappeared into the sheut. He rolled and thrashed, but the hand pressed down hard. How can a 
shadow hold me? Alex wondered desperately. But hold him it did. Stronger with each breath it stole, 
it pinned his head hard against the ground. /t is taking my strength, Alex suddenly realized. It is 
taking my life force as its own! 

Alex reached up to wrestle the thing away, but his hands passed straight through the apparition’s 
arms. It could affect him, but he couldn’t affect it. 

His amulet! 

Alex’s lungs cried out for oxygen even as they gave it up. He felt his vision narrowing. He was on 
the verge of passing out. He reached desperately for his amulet and found only its silver chain. The 
heavy scarab had swung around behind him as he slept and was now pinned between the back of his 
neck and the ground. 

As its gray eyes turned milky white, the sheut lowered them toward Alex. How isss it you arrre 
alllliiiive? it asked, the words taking shape not on the air but inside Alex’s mind. He had no breath 
left to answer. And it didn’t seem to matter: He wouldn’t be alive for long. 


The Moon in Her Hand 


Under the stars and between the trees a few feet away, Ren was sound asleep and dreaming of 
home. Since this mission had started, she’d traveled around the world to battle Death Walkers and 
search for the Lost Spells and Alex’s mom. And along the way, her homesickness had progressed to 
something like home flu. Sleep was her only chance to visit. 

Her mom and dad were at the table in the small kitchen of their New York City apartment. Ren 
could tell immediately that it was a workday. Her mom was dressed in a sharp jacket and pencil skirt 
combo, set for another day of high-powered public relations work. She didn’t yet know which of the 
company’s clients had said or done something stupid, but she was prepared for anything. Her dad was 
in one of his familiar button-down shirts, the sleeves already rolled, the mechanical pencil in the 
chest pocket. Ready to solve problems of a more precise variety. 

They talked softly over the last of their coffee, slipping into Spanish now and then as they 
sometimes did. Ren understood every word this time. That wasn’t always the case at home, but she 
was dreaming these words, after all. As she slept, a tear slipped through the corner of one closed eye. 
They were talking about her. 

They were wondering how she was doing in London. They were proud of her internship at the 
British Museum. They missed her. 

I miss you, too, Ren wanted to say. The rest of it she wouldn’t mention, because she was a long 
way from London now — a long way from a fake internship. But it didn’t matter. She had no voice in 
this dream. 

The phone began to ring. Her father stood up. But something was wrong. He walked over to the 
sink and dumped out the dregs of his coffee, ignoring the phone entirely. And that ring — or tone, 
rather — flat and electronic. Generic, like ... 

A disposable cell phone. 

Ren’s eyes drifted open. 

She reached up to wipe the tear away with one hand and reached down for her phone with the 


other. But her phone was quiet and still. “Alex,” she said, turning toward her friend. “Your phone.” 

And that’s when she saw it. Alex was flopping limply, like a fish too long on the dock, and a dark 
shape was looming over him. A human shape. Weak light filtered into the park from the streetlamps at 
its margins and the moon above, and it all ended at the edges of this entity. Its hand was clamped 
down over Alex’s face, and a thin vaporous line ran from his open mouth to the creature’s. Right 
away, Ren knew it was killing him. 

“Stop it!” she screamed. 

The sheut turned and regarded her with softly glowing eyes. It was strong now, unthreatened. 

Ren balled up her fists. She was small for her age, but brave for anyone’s. This thing was 
terrifying and she felt her own chest tighten with fear, but she was not going to let it take her friend. 
She. Was. Not. She needed to knock it loose, to allow him to breathe. She took a deep breath — and 
leapt at it! 

She passed straight through, feeling nothing but a profound chill, and crashed to the ground on the 
other side. She looked back, baffled and desperate. The line of vapor was almost gone now. She got 
up and swung at it with her fists. 

Nothing. It felt like dipping them in cold milk but had no effect at all. 

Think, she told herself. Be smart. 

My amulet. 

She reached up. The ibis was a symbol of Thoth, the ancient Egyptian god of wisdom, writing, and 
moonlight, and its main power was to show her images and provide information. She’d grown a little 
more comfortable with it lately, but she still distrusted the magic behind it. It just felt weird having it 
in her head like that — like letting a wild horse into a quiet study hall. But now she needed that 
power. She needed that wild horse — for once, she didn’t even care if she could rein it in. 

Her hand closed around the ibis. This time she asked it not for answers, but for justice. Thoth was 
the one who wrote down the verdict at the weighing of the heart ceremony, the test to determine 
whether a soul gained entrance into the afterlife. He was the divine scribe, the one who made sure 
everything was in the right place, written in the right column. Ren liked things in their right place, too, 
and she knew for a fact that this deathly presence did not belong here. 

She squeezed the ibis tight, feeling its edges dig into her palm. 

“Go!” she shouted. And as she did, a burst of blinding white light flashed outward, like the full 
moon pressed down to the size of one small, fierce fist and then released again. 

The sheut hissed against the light and was torn to shreds, like a cheap black suit caught up in a 
hurricane. 

When the light faded, it was gone. 

Alex gasped for breath. 

His phone beeped once. Voice mail. 
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The sheut had popped like a black balloon in the moonlight. Now, a few last wisps of Alex’s breath 
hung over him like a pale white cloud in the warm night. So that’s it, he thought, looking up at the 
slowly scattering vapor. Thats what all this is about. It was more than breath, he knew; it was life. 

How can this little cloud of breath be worth so much trouble? he wondered as the last gasp 
dissolved. How can I be worth so much trouble? Ren saved me this time, but how many others have 
died because I lived? How many more will die before we can find the Spells and end all of this? If 
we even can. The doorway to the afterlife seems to open wider every day. All because of me ... 

Ren knelt down by his side. “How do you feel?” she asked. 

Alex forced a smile. “Awful,” he said. It was a familiar feeling and one he’d hoped he’d never 
feel again. There were painful pinpricks in his arms and legs, fingers and toes, as if he’d just come in 
from too long in the cold. He felt tired and nauseous. He’d felt this way nearly his whole life, before 
the Spells had transformed him. He looked up at Ren. “I feel like before.” 

“Oh no,” she said. Apart from his mom, Ren was the one person who knew just how bad “before” 
had been. She shook off her concerned expression and forced a smile of her own. “You just need to 
recover your strength.” 

Alex nodded and sat there breathing and rubbing his arms. The more he breathed, the better he felt. 
Finally, Alex reached for his phone to check the missed call. Now he smiled for real. 

“Todtman?” said Ren hopefully. 

Alex gave her a big thumbs-up and put the phone on speaker so Ren could hear the message, too. 

“Hello, Alex. I got your message. I am sorry for the ... delay. I am glad to hear from you.” Alex 
leaned closer to the phone. He was glad to hear the crisp consonants of Todtman’s familiar German 
accent again, but his voice was obscured by a faint buzzing. “Things have gotten worse in Cairo. The 
voices of the dead are everywhere now; the city is in chaos. I had to leave. I can be in Vienna by 
tomorrow, mid-morning. There is a small restaurant on Linke Wienzeile, near the Naschmarkt.” As he 
rattled off the address, Alex heard Ren rustling around for her ever-present pen. “I will meet you 
there at ten thirty. Stay safe.” 

They played the message again with the last of the battery power, just to make sure they had the 
address right. 

“I am going to eat so much at that restaurant,” said Ren. 

But Alex didn’t want to talk about Wiener schnitzel. He pictured the terrible darkness that had 
loomed over him just minutes earlier. “Thanks,” he said. “You saved my life.” 

“Saved your life again. But,” Ren added, “I have no idea how.” 

“You banished it,” Alex said, “with the light from your amulet.” 

Ren considered that. “I just knew that thing didn’t belong here,” she said. “And you’re welcome.” 

Alex didn’t get much sleep for the rest of the night. Instead, he kept watch. He was sure the sheut 


had followed them from the afterlife. What if something else had? 

And there was another shadow that wasn’t so easy to dismiss. This one wasn’t looming over him, 
but lurking inside. Ren’s words played on a loop in his head: That thing didn't belong here, she’d 
said. And she was right. It had returned from the afterlife, after all. 

But then, hadn’t Alex done the same thing when his mom brought him back? 

He watched the new day dawn in softly glowing purples and pinks and wondered: Do I have any 
more right to this sunrise than that desperate spirit did? 


Boxed In 


They arrived at the restaurant a few minutes early. “Schnitzel Box,” said Ren, reading the sign. 
“Promising.” 

Alex heard his stomach rumble in agreement. He’d recovered his health, and with it, his appetite. 

“How do you say large in German?” asked Ren. 

“Gross, ” said Alex. 

“Seriously?” 

He nodded. 

“Well, I am going to have the grossest schnitzel they’ve got,” said Ren. “Let’s go on in and wait 
for Todtman inside. They won’t mind.” 

“We don’t have enough money for a place like this,” said Alex. 

“We can just drink a bunch of water until Todtman gets here,” said Ren. “And use the bathroom.” 

They pushed through the door into the restaurant’s dimly lit, dark wood interior. The place was 
dead. 

“Welcome,” said the lone waiter, a tall man in a white shirt and black vest. “Sit anywhere you 
would like. We have just opened.” 

Alex was surprised to hear the man greet them in English. Was it that obvious they were 
Americans? “Danke!” he said. “Thanks.” 

He headed straight for the restrooms, looked for the picture with pants, and went in that door. 
After taking care of some pressing business, he headed to the sink. He felt like a mess after a night in 
the park and another near-death experience, and let the water run until it was nice and hot. 

After scrubbing his hands, he swished some water around in his mouth. His own dirt-smudged 
face stared back at him from the mirror as he ran one wet hand through his mussed-up black hair. His 
fingers caught halfway and he winced. He’d need to get some shampoo in there one of these days. 
There’d be time for that later. He felt a buzz of anticipation. Soon they’d see Todtman, have a big 


meal, and resume their search for his mom and the Spells. 

Finally, he bent down and splashed hot water on his face. He dipped his hands in the sink again as 
he straightened up and checked the mirror to see if he’d gotten at least some of the dirt. But he barely 
saw his face at all, because the face behind it was so much more terrifying. 

Looking straight at him was a man with the head of a giant housefly. On either side were large eyes 
the size of half grapefruits and made up of thousands of individual lenses. Alex’s body froze from 
fear, but his mind raced. A mask in the shape of an animal head told him this man was an operative of 
The Order. 

They’d found him. 

He whirled around, splashing hot water on the tile floor as his hand reached desperately for the 
scarab. The thousand-eyed gaze followed him, the eyes of the mask shifting and moving as if alive. 
Painful experience had taught him that the masks were as ancient and powerful as his own amulet. 

A strong hand grabbed Alex’s left wrist before he could reach the chain at his neck. He reached up 
with his right, only to have that pinned, too. He struggled, trying to free his wrists, water still dripping 
from his hands. The fly head leaned in and regarded him with its bulbous eyes, and an overwhelming 
stink of garbage made Alex gag. A crashing sound reached his ears as furniture was overturned and 
silverware clattered to the floor out in the restaurant. 

Ren. He’d led her into trouble — again. 

Desperate, he struggled harder. It was useless. The fly man held him tight with hairy gnarled hands 
and regarded Alex with the eight thousand shifting lenses of his composite eyes. Then the fly man 
spoke: “Hello, Alex. I got your message. I am sorry for the ... delay.” 

His voice was a perfect imitation of Todtman’s, though it was true, there was a slight buzz to it. 
The phone call, the meeting — it had all been a trap! Alex needed to act now to have any chance of 
escape. There was another crash from the restaurant and a high-pitched yelp. Was Ren hurt? 

Alex kicked out hard. The toe of his boot sank into the thick folds of the fly’s grimy robe and 
clipped the knobby leg underneath. His attacker flinched slightly, but instead of releasing him, his grip 
grew tighter. Alex kicked again. He was wearing good boots, designed for the desert, and this time, 
he caught the fly flush on the shin. The fly doubled over, releasing his grip and coughing out a cloud of 
disgusting brownish green gas. 

Alex held his breath — and grabbed his amulet with his left hand. Wet palm against cold stone, he 
formed the now-familiar words in his mind: The wind that comes before the rain. The scarab was a 
symbol of rebirth in Egypt, and this was among its most powerful manifestations. His right hand shot 
forward and with it an invisible lance of rushing wind. 

The fly-headed operative took the blast directly in the gut. The wind was strong — and the floor 
was wet. His sandaled feet skated straight back. 

WAMMP! He hit the wall hard. 

Alex bolted out the door. In the dining room, Alex was relieved not to see a squad of Order 


gunmen. Instead, he saw the waiter holding a large carving knife and chasing Ren around an 
overturned table. 

“Hey!” shouted Alex. 

The waiter turned toward Alex. He might as well have stepped into a wind tunnel. He tumbled 
over the upturned table and landed amid crashes and clinks on the other side. “Autsch, eine Gabel!” 
he cried. Ow, a fork! 

The door to the men’s room flew open and a fetid stink seeped into the chase-wrecked room, but 
as it did, the front door flew open as well. The two friends rushed out into daylight — and fresh air. 
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The friends took twenty blocks’ worth of twists and turns at a dead run, stopping only when they were 
sure — well, pretty sure — that they’d given the world’s largest fly and rudest waiter the slip. At the 
end of it, they’d found a public bench and another voice mail from Todtman, this one on Ren’s phone. 

“How do we know it’s really him this time?” she huffed. 

“Look at the time: 10:28 a.m.,” said Alex, pointing down at the screen of Ren’s phone. “It has to 
be Todtman. That’s when the fly guy was busy attacking me. Remember? We got there a little early.” 

Alex took another look at the screen, this time eyeing the little sliver of remaining battery life. 
“Play the message again,” he said. 

She did. And then, looking both ways and huddling close together on the little bench, they called 
the new number he’d given them. Todtman answered immediately. Ren put it on speaker and Alex 
listened carefully to his voice, but this time there was no buzziness as they got down to business. 

They gave Todtman a quick recap, including Luke’s betrayal and their current location, so that he 
could send someone to pick up the two remaining friends. Alex knew that Todtman was well- 
connected and never seemed to be short of cash. Still, he was surprised when a snow-white limo 
pulled up to the curb in front of them half an hour later. Somewhat skeptically, he asked the driver for 
the password. 

The man was wearing a black suit and a Bluetooth earpiece. “Tutankhamun,” he said flatly as he 
walked around the car to open the back door for them. 

Ren nodded — she had chosen it — and they both climbed in and headed to the airport, where 
their plane tickets back to Egypt were waiting. 

“No offense,” she said as the long car snaked through midday traffic, “but was this, like, the last 
car left?” 

The driver gave her a half look over his shoulder. “Not at all,” he said. “Your uncle requested this 
one in particular.” 

Alex and Ren exchanged looks, and Ren silently mouthed two words: Our uncle? 

Alex had heard worse cover stories. “Why?” he said. 


The driver shrugged. “Because the airports are being watched, and no one will expect you to pull 
up in a white limousine.” He glanced in the mirror and must have caught the surprised expressions of 
his passengers, because he added: “I ama professional. Now relax and enjoy the trip.” 

“But what if —” began Ren. 

Alex cut her off: “Don’t mind my little sister,” he called up to the driver. And then, more softly: 
“You probably can’t see her over the seat, anyway.” 

Ren gave him a good-natured punch in the arm. Good-natured — but not exactly soft. 

In an hour and a half, they were on a small plane. Three and a half hours and fourteen tiny bags of 
free pretzels later, they touched down at a small, regional airport thirty-five miles outside of Cairo. 
Todtman met them as they were headed for customs, which was, of course, against all the rules. 

“How did you get past security?” said Alex. He tried to keep his tone as businesslike as 
Todtman’s, but he couldn’t help smiling at the sight of the old German alive and well, with his 
froglike bulging eyes and trademark black suit. “Did you bribe them or hypnotize them with your 
amulet?” He glanced at the jewel-eyed falcon at Todtman’s neck. 

“Why can’t it be both?” Todtman whispered with a sly smile of his own. 

The customs official waved them through, not even pretending to look at their passports. The trio 
exited into the brightly lit expanse of the terminal. 

“We must hurry,” said Todtman, the rubber tip of his jet-black walking stick plunking the tile and 
his eyes sweeping the terminal. “We are not safe here.” 

“In this airport?” said Ren, looking around warily. 

“In Egypt,” said Todtman. 


Reading the Signs 


Driving a large, beat-up rental car, Todtman took off from the airport with only slightly less 
velocity than the jets roaring by above. Stuck in the backseat, Alex fastened his seat belt tightly. Ren 
had called shotgun before it had even occurred to him, claiming the front seat with a triumphant chirp: 
“Revenge of the ‘little sister.’ ” 

Todtman shifted to coax more power out of the big engine, but the gears caught and the car lurched 
alarmingly. “Sorry,” he said. “There were no German cars available.” 

A turn came up, and Todtman took it. Another one appeared, and he took that one, too. Soon, there 
was more traffic, and the low smudge of a small city appeared on the horizon. Todtman downshifted, 
slowed. Alex relaxed. They’d slipped free from the airport into the teeming mix of a country of nearly 
ninety million. 

They skirted around the little city, avoiding narrow streets and slow traffic, and stuck to a wide 
road surrounded by surprisingly green country. A battered old tractor appeared up ahead, and 
Todtman switched lanes and left it in the dust. 

“Why’d you pick us up out here in the boondocks?” asked Ren. 


9 


“Cairo is too dangerous,” said Todtman. “The spirits have driven too many to madness; the 
authorities are overwhelmed — and The Order does as it pleases.” 

Alex peered out the back window, remembering the chaos he’d witnessed in Cairo: the shouts and 
sirens, the people haunted by voices in their heads, the woman who ran headlong through a shop 
window, the police huddled together for their own protection, The Order thugs carrying their guns 
openly ... “So it’s even worse now?” he said, trying to imagine it. 

“Much worse,” said Todtman. He caught Alex’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “I barely escaped 
with my life — or my soul.” He fell silent for a few moments, as if fighting back a painful memory. 

Alex broke eye contact. He felt like he was riding in the back of a police car: guilty. Cairo was 
lost, all of Egypt was unsafe, the madness spread farther every day ... and he was the cause of it all. 


“So it’s more important than ever that we find my mom and the Lost Spells,” he said, trying to 
keep things on track. “Have you found out any more about where she might be?” 

Todtman shook his head. “Nothing.” 

“So which way are we headed, then?” Alex demanded. He looked out the tinted window and saw 
a green field. Two skinny black cows stood grazing on ankle-high grass, while acres of deeper green 
leaves stretched out behind them. They were in the Nile delta, north of Cairo, a land of dark, fertile 
soil. 

“That is what we must determine,” Todtman answered. “Our next destination, the next step.” 

“We know Alex’s mom was in the Valley of the Kings,” offered Ren. “But that was more than a 
week ago.” 

“And now The Order will know she was there, too,” said Alex glumly. “Because Luke was spying 
for them the whole time.” 

Alex had been betrayed by his cousin and abandoned by his mom. It was a powerful one-two 
punch, and once again he felt the impact. He shook his head hard, trying to refocus. “Yeah, she’ ll be 
far away from the Valley by now,” he concluded. 

Todtman nodded and then added: “The thing that makes finding your mother so hard is ...” He 
paused. Alex leaned forward in anticipation of some difficult admission, some new truth about his 
mom. But when it came, the truth was more about Todtman. “She is smarter than I am. She always was 
— just a little.” 

Despite the clouds hanging over his thoughts, a small smile slipped onto Alex’s face. 

“That’s okay,” said Ren. “She’s smarter than Alex, too.” 

The smile slipped right back off. 

They zoomed by more fields, the stalks of golden wheat on one small farm giving way to a grove 
of short, squat banana trees on the next. Shallow irrigation ditches divided the landscape. Todtman 
downshifted as they slipped onto a side road, kicking up a dusty plume behind them. “We will need to 
think carefully, to figure out what Maggie is trying to do,” he said. “We must think back over 
everything we’ ve found — see if there are any clues we missed.” 

Alex hesitated, but there was one thing he’d kept circling back to. “I don’t know if it means 
anything,” he began, “but the name my mom signed in the logbook when she left the Valley of the 
Kings, Angela Felini ...” 

Ren leaned across the front seat toward Todtman. “Angie was his old babysitter,” she said, in that 
teacher’s pet way she sometimes fell into. 

“Yeah,” said Alex. “It’s just ... after she stopped working for us she moved to Alexandria. I mean, 
Alexandria, Virginia, but still. Do you think that my mom signed that name as, like, a message? To 
me? To us? Because I know there’s an Alexandria, Egypt, too.” 

‘“Hmmmm,” said Todtman. “It seems possible. If she anticipated us following her ...” 

“Well, she is smarter than us,” said Alex. He wanted desperately to believe it: that even if his 


mom had deserted him, she hadn’t forgotten him. If she’d left him a clue, it could mean that she was 
still looking out for him. That she wasn’t completely abandoning him. 

“She talked about Alexandria sometimes,” he added hopefully. 

“Yeah, because she went to school there,” said Ren. 

Had she really? Alex tried to remember. When he thought of his mom in school, he thought of 
Columbia, in New York City. That was the sweatshirt she wore, the campus they visited for alumni 
events sometimes. He knew she’d gotten her PhD in Egypt, though. He tried to remember exactly 
where, but Ren was still one step ahead of him. 

“There’s a degree on the wall of your place,” she said. “By the bookshelf.” 

“Oh yeah,” said Alex. He had a vague memory of a framed sheet of old vellum on the wall of the 
little apartment where he’d grown up. He’d seen it so many times that he’d almost stopped seeing it. 
He tried to remember the big words at the top. It was a degree, had to be, the writing in Arabic and 
English. He closed his eyes ... Alexandria University. 

“You're right,” he said, looking up toward the front seat, but the little grin on Ren’s face told him 
she already knew that. Leave it to Ren to notice all the degrees on the wall, he thought. Still, it was a 
little awkward for his best friend to remember something about his mom that he hadn’t. “You’re not 
really my sister, you know,” he added. 

Ren opened her mouth to reply, but Todtman cut in. 

“Yes, that’s right,” he said, his froggy face bending upward in a smile of his own. “I knew she 
finished her dissertation in Egypt. But I assumed it was in Cairo. Alexandria University is an old 
school, and a good one.” 

“That’s why she still talks about Alexandria,” said Alex. “It was the first place she lived in 
Egypt.” 

“Yes,” said Todtman, “her roots in this country are in Alexandria. And if I’m not mistaken, yours, 
too, Alex.” 

“What do you mean?” he said. She definitely hadn’t told him that. 

“What is your name?” 

“Its Alex — oh!” He slumped down in his seat, his head reeling from the implications. Alex ... 
Alexandria. “Wasn’t Alexandria named after Alexander the Great?” he said. 

Todtman nodded, and Ren snorted, clearly unconvinced of her best friend’s Greatness. Alex didn’t 
notice. He was staring down at his own legs. His own Egyptian legs. 

“That university is her oldest and deepest connection to this country,” said Todtman, taking the 
next left with the car, pointing them back toward the main road. “So that is where the trail points us.” 

A buzzing line of fast-moving cars appeared up ahead. A highway. Alex scanned a tall blue sign 
near the entrance. Various destinations were listed in Arabic and English in reflective white paint. 


His eyes ran to the third line: 
ALEXANDRIA 153 KILOMETERS 


“Look, Alex,” said Ren, turning around in her seat to face him. “You’re going home!” 
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Ren glanced to her side and saw Todtman’s eyes staring straight at the road ahead, his hands precisely 
at ten and two o’clock on the steering wheel. She looked into the mirror and saw Alex lost in thought 
in the backseat. 

They had their destination, but the clue leading them there felt like a long shot. She wanted to 
know if they were headed in the right direction — or off on another Egyptian goose chase. Slowly, 
silently, she peeled her hand from the cool vinyl of the car seat and reached up for her amulet. 

She’d never done this before. She’d never asked the ibis for answers without being forced to — 
without a Death Walker looming or Todtman insisting. But maybe she could try now, she thought. 
Maybe if she just kept it to herself, she wouldn’t feel the same pressure to get it exactly right. 

Ren took a deep, nervous breath. She exhaled softly and whispered two words: “Extra credit.” 
They were powerful words for the girl known as “Plus Ten Ren” back in school. She had always had 
a bad habit of putting too much pressure on herself on tests and assignments, and sometimes it cost 
her. But she gobbled up every bit of available extra credit, work that could only help, never hurt. And 
back in the Valley of the Kings, that approach — viewing her amulet’s mysterious offerings as a bonus 
— had helped her get a handle on its magic, as well. 

As her hand closed around it, she once again asked for a little extra. She felt the smooth stone 
against her palm and, a split second later, a sudden jolt of energy. Her eyes closed and her mind filled 
with images: 

A baby with fat, tan cheeks and wide brown eyes, staring out at a massive container ship gliding 
slowly across smooth, dark water ... 

A young woman’s hand, reaching down to pick up a stack of thick books, a rubber band around her 
wrist — a rubber band just like Alex’s mom used to wear sometimes ... 

Her eyes opened. 

“What did you see?” said Todtman. 

She looked over at him, blinking twice to refocus her eyes back in the here and now. “Is 
Alexandria on the coast?” she asked. 

“Yes, the Mediterranean,” said Todtman. “It has been Egypt’s main port for centuries.” 

“What are you two talking about?” chirped Alex from the backseat. 

“Nothing,” said Ren, catching his eyes in the mirror. His cheeks weren’t quite so chubby anymore, 
but she was pretty sure his was the face she’d seen. And that must have been his mom’s arms, picking 
up her schoolbooks. And if all that was true, then that seaside city was Alexandria. 

“Is there something we should know?” said Todtman, eyeing her ibis. 

Ren shook her head. “No, we’re good,” she said. “Just keep driving.” 


Their destination no longer felt like such a long shot to her, but there were still a lot of ifs and 
maybes in those images. And the only thing she hated more than being unsure was being wrong. She’d 
used her amulet voluntarily, and it hadn’t been so bad. But it had tricked her before — and she knew 
there were much tougher tests ahead. 


Alexandria 


They drove through the evening and approached Alexandria in the dead of night. Alex felt a little 
spike of hope as he saw the modest skyline take murky shape in the moonlight. Maybe his mom’s past 
really was the key to her present. It made sense. Jn a vast, foreign country, wouldnt she stick to the 
places she knew? He hoped they’d find another clue — or better yet, his mom herself. 

But Alex was worried, too. The closer they got, the more the questions dogged him: Why was she 
running? Why didnt she contact him? A scary thought popped into his head, fully formed: She 5 
given me life twice now — is she angry about what it has cost? He shook his head hard to clear it. 
He felt frustrated and guilty and lost as his thoughts slid by darkly, like the view outside the car 
windows. 7 need to make this right. Its up to me. This time his head stayed as still as stone. 

Alexandria was a city of millions, and the houses on the outskirts quickly gave way to bigger 
buildings: apartments, offices, stores. But most of them were dark now, lumbering shadows slipping 
silently by. Only streetlights and sparse headlights lit their way. 

“I have an old colleague that we can stay with,” said Todtman. “We’ll be safe there while we 
follow your mom’s trail.” 

Alex leaned forward to assess their surroundings. The neighborhood had changed again. The big 
blocky buildings had given way to smaller, sleeker ones. Shiny metal edges and wide glass windows 
caught the headlights as they passed, the subtle flourishes of expensive modern architecture. “Uh, 
these are really fancy houses,” said Alex. 

“This is like the Upper East Side of Alexandria,” said Ren, and Alex laughed despite himself. 

“How do you say Park Avenue in Arabic?” he said. 

Ren chortled. “Is this guy rich?” she asked Todtman, leaning forward for a better look. 

“This woman,” said Todtman. “And very.” 

Todtman pulled into a driveway and stopped at a metal gate. He lowered his window and said 
something into a speaker in rapid, hushed Arabic. A few moments later, the gate slid back with a 
smooth mechanical hum. 


There was a conspicuously expensive car in the driveway in front of them, and the gate slid shut 
behind them with a firm, precise SHUUNK. Alex looked up at the ultramodern cube of a house. A ring 
of outside lights had come on, and a few of the inside ones were now visible behind large squares of 
blue-tinted glass on the second floor. “What does this lady do, exactly?” he said. 

“She is” — Todtman pursed his lips, considering his word choice — “a collector ... Yes, a bit of 
a scholar, certainly, but only in a private capacity. Mostly she ... collects.” 

Alex didn’t like all those pauses one bit. He knew that private collections of Egyptian artifacts 
were put together on the black market as often as at the auction house. “And how do you know her, 
again?” 

Todtman flashed him half a smile, but in the dim light of the car’s interior, Alex couldn’t tell if it 
meant “trust me” or “you don’t want to know.” He looked up at the house again and saw a shadow 


$—+—_ +++ 


The door clicked open as they approached it, and Alex gawped at the little fish-eyed camera lens as 


glide silently across one window. 


they passed. They entered the hushed, half-lit entryway and were met by a large, imposing man — 
who imposed himself immediately. 

“Wait here,” he said gruffly, but his expression changed when he saw Todtman’s face. “Oh, hey, 
Doc. Just a minute.” 

Alex sized up the man — extra-large — and guessed he was a live-in security guard. 

“Tt’s all right, Bubbi,” called a woman’s voice from somewhere in the shadowy house. “I’m in the 
study, Doctor!” 

The big man stepped aside, and Alex wondered if his bodyguard buddies knew he was called 
Bubbi. Todtman led the way up a flight of stairs and into a broad and brightly lit room. A woman 
approached them dressed in business attire despite the hour: tapered tan slacks and a crisp white 
blouse. She was about his mom’s age, he figured, and carried herself in a similarly professional 
manner. 

She greeted Todtman warmly and then turned to Alex and Ren. 

“My name is Safa,” she said. “You are welcome in my home.” 

Alex felt tense. He didn’t know anything about this woman, and here they were boxing themselves 
up inside a walled compound with her. He’d planned to say something polite but measured, like 
“Hello” or “Thanks for letting us crash.” Instead, he found himself gawking wordlessly at the room 
around him. Ancient stone relief carvings lined the walls; a life-sized statue stood in a lit alcove. 

“Are these all Hatshepsut?” he blurted finally. 

Safa’s measured expression broke into a warm smile. “Yes, the world’s finest private collection,” 
she said, the pride unmistakable in her voice. 


Alex took another quick look at the array of ancient artwork, all showing Egypt’s first female 
pharaoh. “Wow. Wasn’t most of her stuff destroyed?” he said. The Met had an entire room of carvings 
of Hatshepsut, but those pieces had been reconstructed. 

“I see the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” said Safa. “But look closer.” 

Alex took a few steps toward the statue, and now he saw it. The same light lines in the stone that 
the ones at the Met had, the subtle scars of expert reconstruction. And what he had initially thought 
was a heavy shadow on one side of the face was, in fact, all that was left of the face. One side had 
been chipped away, and there was a patch of rough gray stone where the left eye and cheek should 
have been. Her chin ended not in the symbolic beard of a pharaoh, but in chisel marks. 

“This one is all in one piece,” said Ren, pointing to an elegant relief along the wall that showed 
the sleek, regal figure of Hatshepsut standing on one side of a bearded pharaoh as the falcon-headed 
sun god, Amun-Re, stood on the other. 

“Good eye, child,” said Safa, turning. “Images of Hatshepsut as queen were left untouched. It was 
only the ones that showed her as ruler in her own right that were destroyed. The next pharaoh wanted 
to make sure it was his descendants and not hers who would take the throne.” 

“So unfair,” said Ren. 

“The world has always been a difficult place for powerful women,” said Safa with a somewhat 
weary smile. “I keep these here as both a tribute and a reminder.” 

As she began walking out of the room, Alex remembered what he’d meant to say in the first place. 
“Thank you for letting us stay here,” he said. “It helps a lot.” 

“And I am happy to help,” said Safa, still walking. For a moment, it seemed like that would be all, 
but a few steps later, she stopped and turned to face him. 

“You know, it was your mother who first led me to Hatshepsut. I knew her in school.” 

Alex leaned in, listening carefully. Despite everything, he found himself trusting this woman. He 
took a deep breath, filling his lungs for the questions he wanted to ask her about his mom, but Safa cut 
him short. 

“Your mother had been offered a grant to study Hatshepsut — very prestigious,” she said. “But 
she’d just had you, you see, and she declined.” 

“She had to give up her grant?” said Alex. 

“You were quite sick at the time,” said Safa. 

“Yeah,” said Alex, looking down at his feet. “That sounds like me.” Sick ... and already causing 
her trouble. 

Safa smiled sympathetically. “The grant did not go to waste,” she said. “I’d planned to do my 
postdoc work on Ramses VI. Do you know what she told me?” 

Alex shook his head, still not looking up. 

“She said that the world needs another paper on Ramses like Giza needs another tourist. And then 
she recommended me to the grant administrator, Dr. Alshuff.” 


“Mahmoud Alshuff?” asked Todtman. 

Safa nodded. “Alshuff had been Maggie’s doctoral adviser, as well. He trusted her 
recommendation. And so I found myself studying a woman who took power without apology. A 
woman whose legacy was too big to be erased by men. Studying Hatshepsut changed what I thought 
about my country, my history, myself. So, yes, Alex Sennefer, you are welcome to stay here. You and 
the doctor and”? — she looked over at Ren — “your better half.” 

Then she turned and continued out of the room. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go. Bubbi will 
show you to your rooms once you’re done in here. I have a videoconference to get back to.” 

“But it’s the middle of the night,” said Alex. 

“Not in Tokyo,” she said, giving them a small over-the-shoulder wave and closing the door behind 
her. 

“I like her!” said Ren. 

“She is an interesting woman,” said Todtman, his voice betraying his admiration. 

“How do you know her?” said Ren. 

“I have advised her for years on her purchases,” said Todtman, pulling up a chair as Alex and Ren 
collapsed on either side of a sleek modern couch. “Whether the pieces are real, how much to pay, 
how likely she is to get arrested for having them ... It is a relationship based on trust.” 

Alex leaned back into the soft black leather as he listened. A relationship based on trust — and on 
an opportunity he’d cost his mom. Her first sacrifice for him. He pictured a little web of connections 
— Todtman, Safa, the university — with his own mom at the center. 

“So what next?” said Ren. 

“Tomorrow we go to the university,” said Todtman. “And talk to her old adviser.” 

“Dr. Alshuff,” said Alex. He was in the web, too. 

Todtman nodded. “I know Mahmoud. In fact, I believe I owe him money.” 


$+ +++ 


An hour later, they were all sound asleep. It had been an intense day, both physically and mentally. 

Around the house, Bubbi and another man watched carefully, peering out windows and into 
monitors. They knew these guests brought danger with them. But neither man saw the tall regal woman 
in the front garden, her feet leaving no prints in the soft soil. 

She was not seen for the simple reason that she did not want to be, and she left no prints for the 
simple reason that she was not actually touching the ground. 

Instead, she hovered there among the fragrant herbs, staring up at the second floor with half a face. 


Schooled 


Their hostess was nowhere in sight the next morning, but a traditional Egyptian breakfast was 
waiting on the kitchen counter downstairs: three plates of fava beans — some whole, some mashed, 
all cold — with thick pita bread tucked along the sides. “What is this?” asked Ren, grabbing the 
nearest plate and shoveling some of the beany mix into a pita. 

“Tt is called fuul,” said Todtman, doing the same. 

“Fuel?” said Ren. 

“Close enough,” said Todtman. 

Alex looked around for doughnuts or Pop-Tarts before reluctantly picking up the third plate. He 
watched the others devour their food without injury and took a bite. Earthy and bitter, the fuul tasted 
like a combination of hummus, lemon, and something grittier. He took another bite. Then another. It 
wasn’t so bad, actually. Alex wolfed down his second overstuffed pita and burped. Ren gave him a 
disapproving look, but Todtman ignored it and said, “Let’s go. The university will be open by now.” 

As soon as they stepped out the door, they saw Safa and Bubbi standing next to the rental car in the 
driveway, their eyes on a small electronic sensor in Bubbi’s hands. Finally, he looked up and shook 
his head: No. Safa walked straight toward them and met them halfway down the walkway. 

“No tracking devices,” she said. “At least none that we could detect.” 

“Oh!” said Todtman, an involuntary exclamation that told them all that the possibility hadn’t 
occurred to him. 

Safa gave him a sympathetic look. “Sometimes I think you actually live in the ancient world, 
Doctor.” 

“Sometimes I wish I did,” he said with a slightly abashed smile. 

The well-traveled old rental car started on the second try. The gleaming security gate seemed to 
kick the sputtering clunker out with some disdain, hissing open and then shutting with a loud thunk. 

“Who’d want to track this hunk of junk?” said Ren from the backseat. 


Alex smiled, but his eyes were alert. They were out in broad daylight in a major Egyptian city. 
The Order’s influence was everywhere in Egypt, and this particular hunk of junk held three very 
wanted individuals. He felt better in fast-moving traffic. It would be hard to see his face at that speed, 
and apart from that, he didn’t really stand out from the crowd around them. He’d inherited a lot of his 
father’s Egyptian features, even if he’d never known the man. 

He looked around the car. Ren’s eyes barely topped the rear windows, but Todtman couldn’t have 
stood out more if he was wearing bright green lederhosen. 

They’d arrived in Alexandria at night, and now he sized it up by daylight. History revealed itself 
in layers from block to block. Some stretches were distinctly Egyptian, with mosque minarets 
needling upward. Other areas were almost European, like a faded, peeling version of the pastel 
beauty he’d seen in Vienna. And now and then, in between buildings and avenues, he caught sun- 
sparkling glimpses of the massive blue Mediterranean beyond. 

A chorus of car horns erupted all around them as the traffic on the street came to a halt. As Alex 
looked around for the problem, the horns were drowned out by the sound of an approaching siren. He 
swung back around in time to see a fire engine roar into view in front of them. 

““Where’s the fire?” said Ren, ducking her head between the front seats. 

The crowd began to scatter on the sidewalk up ahead, and Alex heard shouts in Arabic and a few 
screams. As the last pedestrians ducked into nearby doors or rushed out into the stopped traffic, he 
finally saw the cause of the commotion: a ragged mummy, stumbling down the center of the sidewalk! 

Three firefighters appeared behind it, running fast despite their heavy coats. As the first of them 
approached the ancient corpse from behind, he began pumping feverishly on the sort of small metal 
canister used to spray chemicals on lawns. 

“Are they going to, um, fertilize it?” said Ren, retreating slightly into the backseat. 

The creature began weaving unevenly between the sidewalk and the edge of the road. The screams 
coming from within the cars were more muted now, as any open windows were rapidly raised. The 
mummy was just a few car-lengths away, and Alex could see its dry wrappings flapping loosely in the 
morning breeze and one skeletal foot bent nearly backward. The fireman gave the canister one more 
pump and then pointed the little nozzle. Clear liquid sprayed forth, dousing the mummy’s back. 

“BROAN!” it cried hoarsely. “STAHK!” 

It turned around and faced its pursuers. The eyes of the man with the spray can turned into wide 
white-rimmed circles, and he began mumbling prayers, but still he pointed the nozzle. He doused the 
mummy’s front, then tucked the nozzle and ran as the thing stumbled toward him, arms out, bony 
fingers reaching for living flesh. The second firefighter turned and ran, too. The third prepared to bolt, 
but before he did, he tossed a small glowing object toward the lumbering corpse. 

FOOOF! 

The mummy went up in flames. It roared angrily and took a few more steps before collapsing 
facedown in the street. 


The firefighters rushed back, not with gas this time but with a long hose from the truck. They 
waited until the dried-out corpse was little more than ash before turning the hose on. Ash and steam 
and scraps of aged linen rose up into the morning sun. 

The pedestrians reappeared from the doors and walked almost casually around the remains as the 
firefighters coiled their hose. The honking resumed. “It appears that they have seen this before,” said 
Todtman as the fire truck pulled away and the traffic began moving again. 

Alex had never seen firefighters start a fire before — much less by lighting a desiccated corpse 
— but the world was changing. He remembered the angry, haunted streets of Cairo. The dead there 
had been only whispers, voices. Now they were part of the morning rush hour. 
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As the car picked up speed, they lowered the windows again. The warm, slightly salty breeze felt 
good as they rolled through the city, their eyes peeled for mummies or Order operatives. From her 
perch in the backseat, Ren saw Alex’s head swiveling from side to side, like an electric fan. Scanning 
the sidewalk, always on the lookout. 

She knew he’d been joking about the “little sister” thing, but he really did treat her like one 
sometimes. He was so determined that he sometimes took on more responsibility than he should. 
Dont say you have first watch if you cant stay awake, she thought, staring at the back of his head. 
What if that thing had attacked her? She was pretty sure he would’ve slept through the whole thing. 
And it definitely wasn’t the first time he’d bitten off more than he could chew and gotten them into 
trouble. Yeah, he knew a lot about ancient Egypt. Yeah, he was good with his scarab. 

But he wasn’t the only one who knew things, who could do things. She glanced down at her ibis. It 
had allowed her to zap that shadow, and it had shown her this city. Was she really getting better with 
it? 

Ren didn’t believe in luck; she believed in probability. When she used the amulet, it still felt like 
rolling the dice. It had failed her before. Still, it was nice to have a few wins under her belt. For now, 
she reached up and tucked the ancient artifact under her shirt, careful not to hold it too tightly and 
invite more images in. 

As for Alex ... She glanced toward the front seat. He had his entire head out the window now, like 
a wind-drunk dog. She smiled. It was hard to stay mad at him. But if he messes up again, she thought, 
it will get a lot easier. 

They reached the university, found a parking spot in the visitors’ lot, and walked toward the main 
building, a massive redbrick structure. Even in the middle of the summer, students and professors 
were walking by, carrying books and having intense conversations. And not just in Arabic. Ren caught 
snatches of English and French and other languages she didn’t know. Not yet, anyway. 

As a girl who’d been browsing college websites since fourth grade, she felt, if not at home, then at 


least more at ease. She remembered her dad’s words: Negativity accomplishes nothing, unless 
you’re an ion. She wasn’t a subatomic particle, and they had work to do. They pushed through the big 
double doors of the administration building. 

“We’re going to stop them,” she said with a sudden rush of optimism. The mid-morning heat faded 
inside the cool, hushed hallway. 

Todtman, who seemed to know these hallways, looked over at her. “Oh yes?” he said, his 
expression somewhat bemused. 

“Yes,” she said firmly, spreading her arms to take in their scholarly surroundings. “Because we’re 
smarter.” 

Alex agreed immediately. “Those are some ignorant individuals,” he said. He looked over at Ren 
and added, “My mom went here.” His eyes were wide with wonder. He pointed emphatically down at 
the marble-tiled hallway. “She probably walked right here!” 

Todtman brought the group to a halt in front of a heavy wooden door. A little plaque beside it read 
ROOM 111-B, DR. ALSHUFF. “This is it,” he said. 

He knocked three times with the rubber tip of his cane. 

Puhnk! Puhnk! Puhnk! 

“Willkommen!” a voice called through the door. 

Clearly, they were expected. 

What Ren had no way of knowing as they walked into the sunny, book-lined office was that the old 
professor within wasn’t the only one expecting them. 


A Fly on the Wall 


Dr. Alshuff had had it rough. 

The old academic stood and greeted them with a forced smile and a black eye. “It is good to see 
you again, my old friend,” Alshuff said to Todtman, but he sounded more nervous than happy. 

Alex stared at the ugly purple bruise on the loose skin around the old man’s left eye. “And you!” 
said the doctor, turning and catching him looking. “You look just like —” Alex’s ears perked up. He 
knew he didn’t look much like his mom, and he had never seen so much as a picture of his father — 
but had this man? “Um, just like I imagined,” Alshuff added after an awkward pause. 

Alshuff extended his hand and Alex shook it. He’d trusted Safa immediately, almost despite 
himself, but trust was still in short supply in Alex’s world. And he didn’t trust this nervous, shifty- 
eyed guy at all. “What happened to your eye?” he said bluntly. 

Alshuff immediately launched into an elaborate story involving a heavy book, a top shelf, and 
some dust. Alex couldn’t help thinking about his cousin. During the time they’d spent together in 
London and Egypt, Luke had fooled Alex completely. Alex had fallen for his act, thinking they were 
allies — even friends — all while Luke was spying on him and Ren. But he wasn’t so naive anymore. 
Alex’s expression hardened. He was more alert now, more wary — and he was sure Alshuff’s story 
was a lie. 

Meanwhile, Alshuff had turned toward Ren. “And who is this?” he said. 

“T’m Renata Duran,” she said. “Is this school hard to get in to?” 

The old professor released a dry, clucking laugh. “Not for an Amulet Keeper,” he said, eyeing her 
ibis. Ren nodded, making a mental note. 

Alshuff took a seat behind his big wooden desk and the others pulled out the three chairs arrayed 
in front of it. “So,” he said. “How can I help you today?” 

A smile formed above Todtman’s sloping chin as he considered the man. Alex could tell he’d 
picked up their host’s phony vibe, too, and he was glad. “As I mentioned on the phone,” said 


Todtman, “we are looking for information about Maggie.” 

Alshuff shooed a fly away from his face with a wave of one sweaty palm. “Of course,” he said. 
“And what is it you would like to know about her?” 

“Ah,” said Todtman. “That is the question. We are looking for anything that might help us 
understand where she is now, where she would go. We believe she’s in Egypt, and we know she has 
history in Alexandria. Beyond that ...” Todtman let his words trail off, but Alshuff was quick to offer 
his own. 

“You are trying to find her,” he offered. “And she does not want to be found.” 

“Exactly,” said Todtman. 

Alex looked from one man to the other. There was something going on between them, something 
extra being communicated in their looks. Alshuff swatted at the fly again, harder this time. Todtman 
watched him closely. 

“Well,” said Alshuff, leaning back in his chair, “as you know, Maggie was primarily interested in 
the Ptolemaic period, when the Greeks ruled Egypt.” 

He raised his voice as he said this, and Alex got the annoying impression that it was for his 
benefit. He knew what the Ptolemaic period was! It was funny, though: He didn’t really remember his 
mom being particularly interested in it. She rarely even ventured over to the Greek section at the Met. 

“You might want to take a closer look at some of the major Ptolemaic sites,” Alshuff continued. 
“The Temple of Philae, perhaps. She would be quite at home in that area, I think.” 

Alshuff’s voice was loud but shaky, dotted with little pauses as if making it up as he went along. 
His eyes were on the ceiling, his desk — anywhere but on the people he was talking to. Alex had 
heard enough of his lies. “But my mom never —” he began. 

Alshuff cut him off immediately. “Well!” said the old professor, filling his voice with false 
confidence. “I wish I had more time to talk, but it is a busy day here, and we have a departmental 
meeting in a few minutes.” He pushed his chair back and stood up. “One of our mummies was 
apparently burned to ashes downtown, and they will want to remind us again to lock our doors.” 

Todtman pushed back his own chair and stood. Alex and Ren followed suit. Alshuff came around 
the desk and put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. Alex flinched. The gesture seemed friendly enough, but 
he was also gently but firmly guiding him toward the door. Alex looked up and saw Alshuff looking 
down at the scarab beneath his collar. 

“Tt has been a very long time since I have seen the Returner,” he said, his voice suddenly quite 
steady. This, thought Alex, is what the man really sounds like. “Your mother’s most significant 
discovery. Until recently, of course.” 

Alex looked up at him. ““You mean the Lost Spells?” 

Alshuff gave him a look he couldn’t interpret: Sad? Patient? 

A buzzing grew in Alex’s right ear, and he reached up and swatted at the fly. Missed it. They were 
almost to the door now. 


“Oh, one more thing,” said Alshuff, his voice soft and casual. “You might take a look at her 
dissertation. I doubt it will offer any more than I have already told you, but you might find it 
interesting. It should be in the main library, along with her notes. Tell them I sent you.” 

He took one last look at the scarab as the three guests filed out of the office. “With such an 
impressive pedigree,” he said quietly to Alex, forcing a smile, “I wouldn’t be surprised if you found a 
space already set aside for you in there.” Then he turned to Todtman. “Danke, Doktor.” 

And with that, Alshuff swung the door shut. 

Todtman stopped it with his good foot. “One more question,” he said. “Do you still host the 
department’s poker night?” 

Alshuff gave a quick grin, this one somehow more genuine than the others. “Every Friday,” he 
said. Todtman nodded and removed his foot, and Alshuff slammed the door for good. 

The friends headed down the hallway toward the nearest exit. The fly, Alex couldn’t help but 


sme 


“That dude was lying through his teeth,” said Alex once they’d put some distance between themselves 
and Alshuff’s office. 
“Definitely shady,” agreed Ren. 


notice, came with them. 


“And what was all that Ptolemaic stuff?” said Alex. “My mom was always going on about the 
Middle Kingdom, the Early Kingdom — the Egypt part of ancient Egypt. I mean, I seriously doubt the 
Lost Spells were written in Greek!” 

Alex looked up to see if Todtman would weigh in on his “old friend,” but the German seemed lost 
in thought. So Alex pushed open the big exit door and squinted into the bright sunlight. 

“And he was just so bad at it,” continued Ren as they headed across a wide courtyard. “He was 
practically sweating bullets, wouldn’t make eye contact. That guy is a horrible liar.” 

“But that’s the thing,” said Todtman, his cane thumping softly beside him as he walked. “He is a 
terrific liar.” 

“Uh, are we talking about the same guy?” said Alex. 

“Yes,” said Todtman. “I have lost many games of poker to that man. He is notorious. You can never 
tell what he is thinking. His expression never betrays him. He is well known for it in ... certain 
circles.” 

“Wait,” said Ren. “Is he a member of your, what do you call it, book club?” 

“That is what you call it,” Todtman pointed out. “We consider ourselves more of an international 
association of scholars.” 

Alex tried to wrap his brain around that. How could that shifty old dude be a member of the same 
secret group as Todtman? 


His mom had been a member, too, but now she seemed to be playing a dangerous game all her 
own. He didn’t know what the objective of that game was, but he knew that, just like in poker, 
deception was key. 

“So, should we check out that temple he mentioned, or what?” said Alex, trying to figure out if this 
whole thing had been a waste of time. 

“No,” said Todtman. “You are right, he was lying about that. Maggie was never very interested in 
the Ptolemaic Dynasty — she doesn’t even speak Greek.” 

“Do most Egyptologists speak Greek?” said Ren. 

“The ones who are interested in that period do,” said Todtman. “As they say in Athens, Mia 
glossa then ine poté arketi.” 

“Uh, sure,” said Ren. “So, he was lying and, what? He wanted us to know he was lying? Why?” 

“I don’t think he was speaking entirely for our benefit,” said Todtman. 

Alex remembered the black eye. “Maybe The Order has already been here,” he said. He 
remembered Alshuff’s raised voice, practically shouting “Temple of Philae.” “Maybe they still are. 
Maybe he thought they were listening in somehow.” 

Alex swung his head all around as they reached the edge of a large courtyard. No one behind 
them. Todtman led them down a narrow walk between two old redbrick buildings. “This way,” he 
said. 

“Where are we going?” said Alex. 

“I think perhaps it was the other place he mentioned that we are meant to go,” said Todtman. 

“The one he mentioned quietly,” added Ren. 

Now Alex got it, too: “The one he said wasn’t very important.” 

Todtman nodded: “Her old dissertation, in the library.” 

“Gah!” blurted Ren, slapping down hard on her neck. “This fly is driving me crazy!” 

That thing is persistent, thought Alex. They turned the corner and he saw a large, six-story 
building rising into view. This place had /ibrary written all over it. 

“Let’s see what she was really studying — and, more importantly, where,” said Todtman, eyeing 
the impressive structure. “Whatever is in these files represents her roots in this country — a paper 
trail of her first years here. But keep your eyes open and your amulets ready.” And on that note, they 
entered the cool, hushed world of the central library. The swirl of air as the doors opened caused the 
persistent little fly to tumble end over end, and the doors closed before it could recover. It landed on 
the glass and peered in with its many-sectioned eyes. Then, finally, it buzzed off. 


Shelf-ish Behavior 


“Whoa, this place is huge,” said Alex. “There are miles of books.” 

“Its so beautiful,” said Ren. 

Alex looked over and thought, not unkindly, Nerd. 

A guard near the entrance looked at them skeptically and asked to see their university IDs. 

“Dr. Alshuff sent us!” proclaimed Ren, standing on tiptoes so that more than her head was visible 
above the top of the man’s tall desk. 

But the guard’s interest in their credentials had already vanished — the moment Todtman had 
wrapped his hand around his amulet. “We are visiting scholars,” he said. That seemed true enough to 
Alex. He and Ren, for example, were in middle school. “And we are expected.” That seemed true 
enough, too: Alex just hoped it wasn’t by The Order. 

“Of course,” said the man, as if talking in his sleep. 

They headed toward the information desk. 

“I am a professor from Berlin,” Todtman said to the young lady behind the desk. He left his amulet 
out of it this time, but made his normally faint accent almost comically thick. “I need to see the 
dissertation and notes of one of my colleagues.” 

The graduate student looked up at Todtman and then down at Alex and Ren. “Yes,” she said. 
“Professor Alshuff told me to expect you. You are looking for an older file, I believe. Those files are 
in the archives now. Please follow me.” She stood up. “My name is Hasnaa, by the way.” 

Hasnaa led them to the elevator bank and pressed DOWN. She moved with calm confidence, 
completely at home here. Like so many things, it reminded Alex of his mom. He wondered if she’d 
also worked in the library when she was studying here. 

Everyone else was going up, so they were the only ones who got in when the door dinged open 
with the down arrow lit up above it. Hasnaa pulled out a key chain and flipped it around until she was 
holding a very small key. Alex had one just like it for the elevators at the Met. She put the key in its 


slot at the bottom of the panel, turned it, and then pressed the button that read BASEMENT ARCHIVES: 
STAFF ONLY. 

It lit up in red and they began to descend. 

“Uh, are there any other exits?” said Alex, not sure how much of the sinking feeling in his gut was 
coming from the elevator. “In case of, like” — an Order ambush — “a fire?” 

Hasnaa gave hima curious look. “There are stairs, of course,” she said. The elevator bumped to a 
stop and the doors slid open. Hasnaa stayed inside as the others got out. 

“Here you are,” she said. “But please, no fires.” 


+++ + S 


“Are you sure?” said Alex, leaning in to look over her shoulder. 


“It’s not here,” said Ren. 


“Now you’re in my light,” she protested. “But yes, I’m sure.” 

She’d been given the job of checking not because she was diligent and detail-oriented, although 
she was both, but because her small stature and nimble fingers were perfect for searching the 
overstuffed bottom shelf. She flipped through the files one more time to be sure: BATTAR, BATTEN ... 
And then straight to BAVALAQUA. 

“No Bauer,” she confirmed. “But there is something odd ...” 

“What?” said Alex, leaning in and casting everything into shadow again. 

Ren sighed deeply. 

“Oh, right,” said Alex, stepping back. 

Ren eyed the little gap in the files. It seemed strange, considering how jammed the rest of these 
shelves were. Old, yellowing paper and dry manila folders spilled out like overgrown plants. She 
touched the gap with her finger. No dust. Then she reached in with both hands and pushed Batten’s file 
away from Bavalaqua’s. She peered into the space beyond. It was dark back there, so she raised her 
amulet, not to ask it questions or offer more inscrutable images but just for ... 

A flash of brilliant white light lit the space — and told Ren what she needed to know. Boxes of 
additional material were stacked behind the archaeology department dissertations. Notes, fieldwork, 
maybe the occasional bone fragment or piece of pottery ... She wasn’t sure, exactly, but she could see 
the spot where a large box had been plucked out like a bad tooth. 

“The file’s gone,” she said. “Someone took it.” 

She stood up and brushed her dusty hands on her shorts. “I guess Alshuff told The Order first,” 
said Ren. “And now they have it.” 

She looked over at Alex and Todtman. They both looked like they’d just been slapped. “I never 
thought Alshuff would betray us,” muttered Todtman. “Even fearing for his life ...” 

“Betrayed,” mumbled Alex. “But I thought ...” He let his voice trail off, and then Ren saw him 


shake his head hard, like he did sometimes. “There’s got to be something else. It really seemed like he 
was trying to tell us something.” 

“Yeah,” said Ren. “He was telling us to go to the library — but the file 1s gone.” 

Alex looked down at the floor, “We must be missing something ...” 

Ren decided to ignore him this time. It was a dead end, and they needed to let it go. Determination 
without information just got them into trouble. But his hangdog expression bothered her — and now 
that she thought about it, Alshuff had said something else. She remembered, because the comment had 
made her slightly jealous. 

“Well,” she said, sighing, “he did say that weird thing about you having a spot down here 
someday.” 

Todtman stared at her. 

“What?” she said. 

“Not someday,” he said. “Now.” 

Ren searched her memory banks for the exact words: “He said, J wouldnt be surprised if you 
found a space already set aside for you.” 

“Yeah,” said Alex. “A spot set aside for me. That’s what he wanted us to find. I knew it!” 

Ren looked at him, goggle-eyed. “You knew it?” 

Alex shrugged. “Okay, you knew it — but I suspected!” 

A spot set aside for Alex Sennefer ... Ren headed straight for the shelf that held the S’s. 
Unfortunately for her, it was the top shelf this time. Maybe if I stand on my tiptoes ... Todtman 
brushed past. “I think perhaps I should handle this one,” he said. 

“Fine.” She sighed. Everyone told her she was due for a growth spurt, and all she had to say to 
that was WHEN? She was getting pretty sick of coming up short. 

She squinted up at the faded labels. 

“I see a B!” whooped Todtman. “Yes, here it is!” 

He reached in to pull out several thick folders. 

“Hold this,” he said, shoving them behind him. 

Alex grabby-handed them away from Ren. “Let me see,” he said. 

Ren leaned in for a look of her own. 

“You’re in my light!” he chirped. 

Meanwhile, Todtman was staring up at the top of the bookcase. The boxes of notes and supporting 
materials for the files on the upper shelves were piled on top of the case. Ren began to scan the names 
on the boxes: old black marker on old brown cardboard. “There!” she said, pointing. 

And there it was, the name of the woman everyone was looking for, hidden in plain sight behind a 
simple veil of alphabetical misdirection. 

“Prima!” exclaimed Todtman. Awesome. 
A moment later, his hand closed around his falcon amulet, and the chunky old box floated free and 


drifted feather-like to the floor. 


Pictures from the Past 


They got to work immediately, hauling the box and files over to a little cluster of desks in the 
middle of the room. The lights hummed overhead and even the tall shelves seemed to lean in for a 
closer look as Alex carefully peeled back the dry old tape holding the top of the box shut. It came off 
with only the faintest whisper of protest. 

Next to him, Todtman and Ren split the files containing the hefty dissertation and finished papers 
in half. That seemed like a good place to start for the two more academically minded members of the 
group. Alex was happy to do the dirty work. 

He peered inside the old box and pawed through the top layer with his hands. In jumbled piles and 
half-spilled files, in ziplock baggies and Tupperware tubs lay his mother’s fieldwork. There were 
notes and photos and bits of carved stone and pottery pulled from the Egyptian ground. 

Alex wished he knew what he was looking for. Could she have come here? Snuck a note for him 
into the box? Or would he have to be on the lookout for something less obvious? He began pulling 
stuff out and arranging it on top of the nearest desk, trying to make some sense of the jumbled mess. 

Unlike the neatly typed pages Todtman and Ren were poring over, the papers Alex found were 
often handwritten: notes and dates and circles and underlines. “BIG DISCOVERY!” was written in 
fat, dull pencil at the top of one page. The rest of the page was taken up with numbers — coordinates, 
maybe, or measurements? Alex wasn’t sure, but he set that one aside, anyway. 

He picked up the largest of the Tupperware containers and peered through the opaque plastic at the 
ancient pottery shards inside. 

Alex’s head swam as he went through the old material. He tried to focus and be rational instead of 
emotional. More than once he asked himself: What would Ren do? She was sitting just a few feet 
away, of course, but was far too absorbed power-skimming the old dissertation to talk. 

He glanced over and saw the title page, set carefully aside on the top corner of Ren’s desk: BURIED 
SECRETS: THE LOST — AND FORBIDDEN — ASPECTS OF MIDDLE KINGDOM FUNERARY RITES. Now that 


sounded like his mom. 

But his attempts at an even-keeled approach capsized among the messy piles. Going through the 
materials in the box felt too personal for that. Even in grad school, his mom’s distinctive handwriting 
had already taken shape. The precise, sharp-edged capital A’s Alex knew so well shared the page 
with little loop-de-loop e’s and the guesswork mystery of her nearly identical g’s and q’s. 

Sometimes, it was thrilling. Could this note on hotel stationery be a clue to his mom’ current 
location? Or this unsent postcard from the temples at Abu Simbel? 

And all of it — all of it — felt dangerous. Pushing through these old papers and baggies of little 
clay statuettes and unlabeled, unexplained stone fragments felt risky, as if somewhere in all of it was 
a single poisoned pin ... Because if they did find something that led them through the decades and 
straight to her, what then? 

He’d had these thoughts before, but they felt closer now, more possible: His mom had always 
looked out for him, always done what was best — and necessary. If he needed to go to the doctor 
again, she took him. It didn’t matter if he’d just gotten back or if he begged her to wait. She made the 
tough calls, and she’d always been right. So what about now? 

You are trying to find her, Alshuff had said. And she does not want to be found. He was telling 
the truth then, too. It was hard to keep ignoring that fact while they were pawing through her old work. 
Still, as he zipped a plastic bag closed, he wished he could seal those thoughts up with it. 

We need to find her, he told himself for the one-hundredth time. We need to find the Spells. The 
entire world depended on it — She just doesn t realize how high the stakes are. That had to be it. 

Or maybe she knows exactly ... He shook his head hard to dislodge the thought. This one was so 
sharp that it caused the contents of the folder he’d just picked up to spill out. Old photos went 
everywhere, some on his desk and some on the floor. The others looked over. 

“Ooooh,” said Ren. “Pictures.” 

Clearly tired of reading, she stood up and headed over. How long had they been at this? Alex 
wondered. He’d been so wrapped up in the process that he wasn’t exactly sure. He looked down at 
the scattered snapshots along the desk’s edge. And there she was, looking up at him, the woman who 
would become his mom. She looked so much younger: her cheeks fuller and her skin red from the sun, 
but it was unmistakably her. 

It was like looking at pictures from a family vacation he hadn’t been invited to. And then he saw a 
shot of her leaning over to inspect a hole in the ground. Even wearing a loose, untucked shirt, the 
bulge in her belly was clearly visible. He ’d been there after all. 

Ren reached over and grabbed the photo, along with a handful of others. “The dates are written on 
the back,” she said. “We should put them back in order. Because somebody dropped them.” 


$+ +--+ 


Time slipped by unnoticed down in the sunless, shadow-cornered archive. Once the box was empty, 
Alex stared down at the piles he’d made on the table. He’d hoped he’d see something that would jog 
his memory, some secret clue that only he would know. But there’d been no lightning bolts of 
recognition, no revelations. He’d ended up sorting the carefully labeled pages and pictures and pieces 
by place. He’d made big stacks for Alexandria, Cairo, Luxor, and the Valley of the Kings — places 
they had already been — and another pile for Abu Simbel to the south. Then there were smaller 
stacks: Edfu, Minyahur, Aswan. 

Was his mom in one of these places? He’d heard her mention many of them — but then, she was an 
Egyptologist. Cairo came up all the time at work. She’d once brought him a King Tut T-shirt from the 
Valley of the Kings. Was that a clue, or just a T-shirt? 

He looked down at the less-familiar piles. Aswan sounded familiar, and he was pretty sure he’d 
heard his mom mention Minyahur. He chased the memory but it sped away like an NYC taxi. 

Todtman and Ren came over to see his work. 

“Find anything?” said Ren. 

“T’m not sure,” he admitted, unable to keep the disappointment out of his voice. 

“Ren,” Todtman said. “Perhaps if you used the ibis? With all this information in front of us, it 
could carry us the last step.” 

Alex watched Ren’s expression carefully, but she had a pretty good poker face herself: He hoped 
she could help, but he knew her amulet was tricky. It flashed fast-forwarded images into her mind. 
Sometimes they were clues, and sometimes they were warnings — and sometimes she couldn’t tell 
the difference. Still, what choice did they have now? 

“Okay,” she said. 

She took one last look at the piles. Then she took a deep breath, reached up for her amulet, and 
closed her eyes. A moment later, she gasped and opened them. 

“What did you see?” Alex said. 

She turned to him, blinking to refocus on the world around her. “Nothing,” she said. 

Alex frowned, annoyed. He knew Ren didn’t like to be wrong, but if she wasn’t sure, they could 
help her puzzle out the images. “Come on,” he said. “You can tell us.” 

She looked him in the eyes. “No, really, there was nothing. I asked it which of these piles was 
right, and I just got, like, a blank.” 

“Has that ever happened before?” said Todtman. 

Ren shook her head. “Never. Sometimes I don’t understand what it shows me, but it has always 
shown me something.” 

Todtman nodded. “Maggie’s location could be masked somehow, protected.” He sized up the 
stacks of papers and pictures. “Okay,” he said. “There will be no shortcuts. We need to go through 
everything again. We must ask ourselves: Where would she go, when everyone was looking for her? 
Where would she feel safest? Let’s forget about the places we have already been for now and 


concentrate on what is new.” 

He leaned forward and pushed the large piles for Cairo, Alexandria, Luxor, and the Valley of the 
Kings farther back. 

Alex looked at the remaining piles: Abu Simbel, Edfu, Minyahur, Aswan. He’d heard of the 
famous tombs at Abu Simbel and knew his mom had mentioned Edfu and Minyahur. A memory flashed 
by, yellow and gray, but he still couldn’t pin it down. And why did Aswan sound so familiar? He 
reached for that stack, but Ren got it first. He sat down by the Minyahur pile instead, and began going 
through the pictures. 

He picked up a photo of his mom sitting in the sand in front of a campfire with a big metal cup in 
her hand. It was early evening and a teakettle was set up above the fire. He looked at her face. She 
was relaxing after a long day. He lingered over it a little too long and Todtman leaned over to see 
what he’d found. 

“It’s nothing,” said Alex, slightly embarrassed, “just a shot from camp.” 

Todtman looked more closely. “It’s funny, I never saw your mother drink tea.” 

“Mostly she drank coffee,” Alex said. “For the caffeine. She was so busy all the time. But every 
once in a while, she drank tea. There’s this one old brand she likes. I forget the name, but it has a 
purple flower on the label. Sometimes ... at home ... she ...” 

He could barely get the words out. He was chasing that elusive memory: yellow and gray ... 

He was sick that day, and her arms were full ... 

Of what? When? Why? 

He heard Ren rummaging through the papers, but he didn’t dare look over. He was so close ... 

“Alex?” said Todtman. 

“Sometimes she would drink it to relax at home.” And as soon as Alex said “home,” he 
remembered. They ’d been heading home. He could see it clearly. 

“T remember now,” he said, and the others leaned in a little closer. 

“Remember what?” said Todtman. 

“Tt was a rainy day.” His voice was far away, lost in the memory. “Mom left work early to take me 
to the doctor — again — and she’d brought a big stack of work home with her. We were waiting to 
cross Third Ave., and a taxi went by too close to the curb.” 

“Did you get splashed?” said Ren. “I hate that.” 

“Yeah, exactly,” said Alex. “We got blasted with a big puddle of garbage-water, like the kind 
where you can see the oil floating on the surface.” 

“Nasty,” said Ren. 

“So nasty,” said Alex. “And Mom got the worst of it. I remember looking over and seeing her just 
hugging the soaked files to her raincoat with a look on her face like J give up.” 

“Tt sounds like a very bad day,” said Todtman. “But I’m afraid Pm not following.” 

“Yeah,” agreed Ren. “What’s your point?” 


“Its what she said next. It was kind of under her breath but I was listening so carefully that I heard 
it. She looked down at her stained coat and soaked files and said: ‘Time to go to Minyahur.’ Then we 
went home and she had a big mug of hot tea.” 

“Wait!” said Ren. “I saw something in the pictures.” 

She began pawing her way backward through the Minyahur pile, and then: “Here it is.” She held 
up another snapshot of his mom. “Look at the label,” she said triumphantly. 

Alex looked at the picture. It was the same campsite, even the same teakettle, but his mom was 
standing now, holding up a small alabaster bowl. It must have been the team’s prize discovery that 
day. But Alex wasn’t looking at the bowl. He was staring at a small metal container by his mom’s 
boots. It was a tin of loose tea, with a purple flower on its label. 

“Let me see the photo,” he said. 

They all crowded around as he looked at it closely. He liked it because she was smiling. She was 
holding the bowl high, raised toward whoever was taking the picture. 

“She looks happy,” said Ren. 

“She looks completely comfortable,” said Alex. “Like she did at home sometimes.” 

Todtman eyed the empty expanse of desert behind the campsite. “It’s a good location,” he said. 
“Remote and hidden, but familiar to her.” 

Alex thought about it. When life in the city had gotten to her, when just for a moment it had all been 
too much, the place she wanted to go was a little desert village named Minyahur. It was her place to 
get away from it all. And was there any better phrase for what she was doing now, pursued by both 
enemies and friends? 

Getting away from it all, thought Alex. 

But not anymore. 

A crazy mix of emotions bubbled and swirled inside Alex: excitement and anxiety and loyalty and 
loss. But the one that bubbled highest was love. “I think this is where we need to go,” he said. 

Ren turned to Todtman: “You said we were looking for the place she’d feel safest.” She pointed to 
the photo. “This fits the description to a tea.” 

Todtman ignored the pun. “Yes,” he said briskly. “Let’s pack this up, and we can leave 
immediately.” 

Alex slipped the photo into his back pocket, and they began stuffing the material back into the box. 
Ren picked up the stack she’d been going through. “Aswan,” she said. “Isn’t that where the Temple of 
Dendur is from?” 

“Oh yeah,” said Alex. The huge, glass-walled room housing the old stone temple was his favorite 
place in the whole Metropolitan Museum of Art. “That’s why that sounded so familiar.” He allowed 
himself a quick smile. For just a fleeting moment, things seemed to make sense. But his smile faded as 
quickly as it had appeared. 

“What is that smell?” said Ren. “I think a rat died down here or something.” 


She reached up and pinched her nostrils, then looked over at Alex for confirmation. His 
expression wasn’t one of disgust, though. It was one of fear. 

“That’s no rat,” he said. “I know that smell.” 

The same words echoed through the maze of shelves behind them. “That’s no rat. I know that 
smell.” The voice was an exact match for Alex’s, save for a slight buzzing. 

The friends wheeled around and saw a nightmare striding toward them. It wasn’t the first fly that 
had followed them that day. 

But it was the largest by a good six feet. 


Pretty Fly for a Bad Guy 


“I knew you were in this building somewhere.” The fly spoke in his own voice this time. It was 
not an improvement. Scratchy and uneven, it made Alex’s skin crawl. Actually, everything about the 
fly bugged him: the way his filthy robes clung heavily to his frame, as if greased; the way the small, 
strange mouth of his mask puckered and smacked, as if alive. 

“Yeah, ’cause that old man told you!” called Ren, doing her best to disguise the fear in her voice. 
She quickly turned to Todtman and mouthed: Not you. But his attention was divided between the 
approaching enemy and the piled evidence. 

The fly tilted his mask and considered Ren with its bulbous composite eyes. “The old man told me 
nothing but lies,” said the fly, his jagged voice betraying a certain amusement. “A little birdy told me 
you were here.” 

He raised his right hand and extended his long, gnarled index finger. But it wasn’t a little birdy that 
landed there; it was a buzzing black dot. The fly perched briefly on the hairy digit before buzzing off. 

“That fly ...” Ren began. 

“Was a spy,” finished Alex, his eyes beginning to water from the stink. 

“You should never trust old men,” added the fly, directing the comment toward Todtman. 

The elder Amulet Keeper finally tore his attention from the piled papers and focused fully on the 
fly. Alex’s stomach lurched as he realized the reason for Todtman’s divided attention: If the fly went 
through those piles, he’d see they were sorted by place. They were all searching for the same person, 
and unlike the friends, The Order had the manpower to search all of those places at once. Alex glared 
at the masked operative. Not only was The Order standing in the way of where they needed to go, they 
were also a threat to get there first! 

“Tt is not like you to dispense life lessons, Aff Neb,” said Todtman, giving this horror a name. 
“Death is more your style.” 

Aff Neb’s many eyes shimmered like water as they shifted focus. “True,” he rasped. “Death tastes 
better ... Let me show you.” 


Aff Neb’s mouth puckered and smacked one more time — and then released a thick stream of 
greenish-brown vapor. The putrid plume billowed forth, filling the little clearing among the shelves. 

“Don’t breathe it in!” shouted Alex before slapping his hand over his mouth and nose. 

“No kidding!” called Ren, her own eyes bugging out from the approaching grossness. 

Just a few feet away now, it smelled more like a thousand sweaty feet. Alex held his breath and 
shifted his grip, dropping one hand to his amulet and pushing the other out in front of him. 

The mystic wind rose up with merciful swiftness, ruffling books and papers all around — and 
pushing the stink cloud back where it came from. 

“Guhh!” Alex gasped. He released the sour breath he’d been holding and gulped a fresh lungful 
that smelled like approaching rain. 

Aff Neb seemed entirely at home in his own stink. “I see you have been hard at work down here,” 
he said, eyeing the half-full box and remaining stacks of paper. “Tell me, what have you found?” 

Alex tried to step between the thousand-eyed gaze and the table, but there were better ways to 
obstruct the view. 

“Hey, fly guy!” called Ren. 

Aff Neb’s eyes shimmered as they shifted toward her. They had thousands of lenses — but no lids. 
Ren squeezed her ibis tightly. 

FOOOP! A bright-white flash lit the dim basement. 

“Grehh!”’ called the fly, his hands reaching up too late to cover his creepy peepers. 

Alex caught some of the flash, too, but before the swirling spots even faded from his vision he was 
already at the table, dumping the remaining stacks into the old box with both hands. “Got it!” he said, 
slapping the top closed. 

“Let’s go!” called Todtman, and the three Amulet Keepers turned to run. 

But as they did, Alex caught a glimpse of movement in the gaps in the bookshelves. In the narrow 
space between the tops of the old books and files and the shelves above them he saw cloth, arms, 
legs, a quick flash of metal — guns! “Uh, guys,” he said as they rushed away from Aff Neb and into 
the nearest row of shelves. 

“T see them,” said Todtman. 

“What are we going to do?” said Alex. Aff Neb had recovered and was in hot pursuit, and an 
ambush of Order gunmen awaited them among the rows. 

“Get in the clear,” said Todtman. 

His words came out ina sad, almost wistful sigh, and suddenly Alex knew what he was planning. 
“Oh no,” said Ren, figuring it out, too — and sharing Todtman’s academic reservations. 

The old scholar wasn’t happy about it, but he didn’t hesitate. He squeezed down hard on the falcon 
and grunted slightly with the effort. By the time they reached the narrow gap at the end of the first row, 
the heavy metal bookcases had already begun falling like dominoes. 

Thousands of pounds of bound books and thick files tipped and toppled, and twice as much weight 


in metal shelves and stacked boxes came down, too. 

“GAAARARB!” shrieked Aff Neb as the heavy case they’d just rushed past fell over on him, 
pinning him against the next case as it fell, too. On either side, Order thugs were squashed like Order 
bugs. Somewhere in the stacks, a pistol went off, the bang muffled as the bullet buried itself in some 
old book or other. 

Standing in their tiny clearing amid a veritable paper apocalypse, Todtman and Ren cast horrified 
looks all around. Even Alex was stunned by how fast decades of neatly filed scholarship had been 
reduced to toppled chaos. 

“That is going to take forever to re-alphabetize,” moaned Ren. 

But even as they surveyed the wreckage, their pursuers began to push free. An arm punched 
through a stack of books to the left, the sound of shifting, tearing paper was heard to the right, and 
then: FOOM! A stack of books was blown clear up to the ceiling by the telekinetic might of the fly 
mask. 

“There!” said Todtman, pointing to a door along the wall. “The staircase.” 

Alex and Ren began picking their way over the fallen books and files and shelves. Ren made 
decent time hopping from one flat spot among the books and boxes to the next, but Alex was carrying 
a crumpled box of his own and couldn’t quite manage the jumps. He hunted for level surfaces to place 
his feet. 

“Hurry, hurry!” called Ren. “I see a gun!” 

Alex turned to look. Sure enough, a hand pushed a black pistol through the piled paperwork. Alex 
used the scarab to send the weapon flipping end over end across the room, but he knew there would 
be more. They needed to get to the stairs fast, and if this shifting terrain was tough for him, how 
would Todtman ever manage on one good leg? 

“Watch out!” Todtman called as he zoomed past. 

Alex stumbled out of the way, then did a double take. Todtman had his hand on his amulet and a 
book under each foot. Alex couldn’t believe it: He was using his amulet to ride the old books like 
skates, the flat surface of each one hovering a few inches above the scattered debris. He zipped 
toward the door like a bug skimming across the surface of a pond. 

Alex spotted some big books in front of him and looked down at his own amulet. No way, he 
thought. Todtman had had decades to practice with his amulet. If Alex tried, it would be 3, 2, 1: face- 
plant! Instead, he and Ren hopped and stumbled and hustled across the last half shelf. 

Todtman reached the heavy fire door to the stairwell first, and as soon as the other two arrived, he 
flung it open. 

Alex’s breath caught in his throat as he stared into the stairwell — and at the wall of guns directly 
inside. 

A row of three tightly packed men stood in the doorway, and there were three more a few steps up, 
all pointing semiautomatic pistols directly at them. With two barrels pointed at his face, Alex knew 


that any move toward his amulet would mean death. Or maybe they would just shoot them all, anyway. 

“What?” came a jagged voice behind them. “You didn’t think we would cover the exits?” 

Alex and the others slowly turned to face Aff Neb, the guns that had been pointed at their faces 
now jabbing into their exposed backs. 

“T will take that box now,” the fly said. His greasy robes were torn, and it seemed as if all eight 
thousand lenses in his eyes were brimming with annoyance. Other gunmen were rising from the 
scattered debris and filling in alongside their leader. Their bodies were battered, their guns were 
pointed, and they all seemed pretty eager to pull the trigger. 

Alex knew better than to anger them now, and yet ... 

He glanced down at the box. It was because of him that the Death Walkers had been released, 
because of him that The Order’s plans had been set in motion. Now he was being asked to hand over 
the keys to victory, as well. 

“Here you go,” he said, pulling the heavy cardboard cube out from under his arm and extending it 
forward. 

“Alex!” hissed Ren. 

“You mustn’t,” said Todtman. 

He wouldn t. No matter the cost. 

As Aff Neb took a step forward, Alex continued the motion, using all his strength to toss the box 
up toward the ceiling. 

“Catch it!” cried Aff Neb. 

But as all eyes followed the modest flight of the box, Alex quickly grasped his amulet, thrust out 
his free hand, and absolutely obliterated the thing with a concentrated spear of whipping wind. The 
old cardboard was torn to shreds, and the last thing Alex saw was a shower of paper and pictures and 
pottery scattering through the air and drifting down toward the waiting chaos all around. Toward a 
floor full of books and paper and pictures and pottery from all the other fallen files and boxes. 

That ought to keep ’em busy, he thought. 

Then the butt of a pistol smashed down on the back of his head and his whole world went dark. 


Into the Pit 


Alex woke slowly. There was a dull pain on the back of his head and the feel of stone beneath him 
and something gritty on his face and neck. He reached around to touch the sore spot. As soon as his 
finger pressed into the tender, swollen bump, he remembered how he’d gotten it. 

His eyes opened wide, only to be flooded by harsh light. He forced himself to sit up, and scanned 
the space above him for Aff Neb or his gunmen. But all he saw were the gently curved walls of a 
deep round pit and, far above that, a clear blue desert sky. 

Where was he? Why — 

“Good morning, Alex,” he heard. “Or should I say, good afternoon.” 

Todtman. As Alex turned toward his voice, he was surprised to feel the scarab shift against his 
chest. Aff Neb hadnt taken it? 

Todtman was sitting up against the sheer wall of the pit, looking a little worse for wear, his 
familiar suit jacket and cane nowhere in sight. Ren was seated next to him. Alex felt his tensed 
muscles relax ever so slightly. He let out a long breath and pulled another back in. “I’m glad you’re 
both okay,” he said. 

“Are we?” said Ren. “I doubt it. Pm glad you’re awake or conscious, or whatever — but it’s not 
like we can go anywhere.” She gestured up at the pit. 

Alex took a quick look around. The pit had to be forty feet deep and at least as far across, the 
walls ranging from light tan to bone white. Limestone, he thought. Just like in the Valley of the Kings. 
The air was warm, and he reached up and brushed a sprinkling of sweat-stuck sand from his face and 
neck. 

““We’re in the desert,” he said. 

“Yes,” said Todtman, wincing as he rose to his feet. “Somewhere in the central desert, if I had to 
guess. It wasn’t an especially long flight.” 

Flight? thought Alex. He must have been really out of it. 

“Did they ... hurt you?” he asked. It was a dumb question. He could already see a cut above 


Todtman’s left eye and a swollen bump under his right. He’d been roughed up. He quickly glanced 
over at Ren, relieved to see no visible injuries. 

“I may have resisted a little,” admitted Todtman, taking a few short steps. Without his walking 
stick, he limped noticeably on the leg that had been crippled by a scorpion sting during their pursuit of 
the first Death Walker. He began to slowly move across the pit. Ren popped up beside him. Her ibis 
and Todtman’s falcon were in plain view at their necks. Alex groaned as he climbed to his feet to join 
them. 

“Why didn’t they just finish us off back in Alexandria?” he said. They were approaching a new 
stretch of the pit’s gently curved wall, following Todtman’s slow progress. Alex had no idea where 
they were headed. There was no visible means of entrance or exit, no doorway or ladder or rope. 

“Yes, that does seem odd,” admitted Todtman, coming to a stop. “They may be curious about what 
we know.” 

An ice-cold wave washed through Alex. Minyahur. “We can’t say anything!” he said urgently. 

“We may not have a choice,” said Todtman, and the ice-cold wave doubled back. Torture. Magic. 
What lengths would The Order go to? He resolved then and there that they could do what they wanted 
to him. As much suffering as he had caused, the least he could do was endure some. Besides, he had a 
lifetime of practice with pain. But it wasn’t himself he was worried about. He looked over at Ren. 

“But it may not come to that,” continued Todtman. He lifted his sloping froglike chin toward a 
scattering of symbols cut into the wall. The shallow marks were nearly invisible in the light stone. 

“Why aren’t those cut deeper?” said Alex. 

“They were,” said Todtman. “But they've worn down through the ages. These symbols are very 
old — even by Egyptian standards.” 

“Old Kingdom?” said Alex. 

“Indeed,” said Todtman. “Close to five thousand years old, if I had to guess.” 

Instinctively, Alex and Ren closed their hands around their amulets. Only a moment later, they 
released them. 

“That’s weird,” said Ren. “Normally, the ibis lets me read hieroglyphs.” 

Todtman nodded. “As I said, they are very old. Precursors to the hieroglyphs we know today. But I 
think I can puzzle out a few. Here” — he pointed to the stacked symbols before them and then to 
another cluster a few yards away — “and there.” 

“What do they say?” said Ren. 

Todtman ran a finger along the shallow groove of the nearest symbol, pursing his lips and taking 
one last look before delivering his verdict. 

“Tt seems fairly clear to me,” he said, “that they brought us here to be ...” He pointed at the last 
symbol in the bottom row. “Do you see that one? Very similar to a common hieroglyph found in nearly 
every Middle Kingdom tomb.” 

“Death?” guessed Alex. “Burial?” 


“Close,” said Todtman. “A sacrifice, an offering.” 

Alex stared grimly at the symbol, his head reeling with the realization. He felt, for a moment, like 
he might black out again. It might have spared him some suffering if he had, because he now 
understood why they’d been left with their amulets. In ancient Egypt, all sort of things were sacrificed 
to appease the spirits and please the gods: Everything from animals as large as oxen to treasures of 
incalculable value. 

He looked down at his scarab. The amulets were the priceless treasure. 

Then he looked up at his friends, the small, huddled group of three. 

And they were the animals. 


ail 


Their Vile Host 


“We must get out of here,” said Todtman, peering up at the sky above. “And if we can, they have 
already taken us almost halfway to our destination.” 

Alex looked around, trying to calm his racing pulse. They were in deep trouble — literally — but 
Todtman’s presence gave him some extra confidence. They needed to concentrate on escape. But they 
needed to be smart about it. He remembered the spying fly at the university, and knew that this pit 
could be bugged in other ways, as well. “So that place is close?” he said. 

Todtman nodded. “It is in the southern desert.” 

“Yeah, if we can get out,” said Ren. “And if we can’t, we’re toast. Sacrificial toast.” 

Alex scanned the walls. “There must be a way out somewhere.” 

“There is an opening,” said Todtman. “Three meters up, behind us.” 

“Yeah,” confirmed Ren. “They dropped us out of, like, a door. We had to catch you. But I can’t 
find it now.” 

Alex eyed the stone nine feet up. “I don’t see one, either,” he said. 

“You are not meant to,” said Todtman. Where he stood, the shadow from the pit’s edge fell across 
him so that his chest and head were sunlit and everything below that bathed in gray. As Alex watched, 
the line of shade shifted and grew. There was something moving along the pit’s edge! 

Alex spun around. 

“Mimuh-rack?” The strangely familiar sound echoed clearly through the pit below. 

Alex exhaled. It was Ren’s undead BFF, the mysterious mummy cat she’d freed from a shattered 
museum case in London. They’d last seen her in the Valley of the Kings, which, Alex suddenly 
realized, probably wasn’t too far from here. 

“Pai!” called Ren, and immediately regretted it. Even forty feet below, they could see the mummy 
cat gather her haunches underneath herself and prepare to jump. “Don’t! Pai! No!” called Ren, but it 
was too late. The formerly frisky feline had already taken the leap. She whistled down the open air of 
the pit, legs slightly spread, ancient wrappings rustling. 


Ren started forward, like an outfielder approaching a fly ball, but she didn’t get there in time. She 
winced as Pai hit the ground in front of her. 

FFLONNK! 

Pai flattened out, spread-eagle, on impact. But by the time Ren reached her, the ex-cat was 
standing in the middle of the small cloud of sand and dust she’d kicked up, licking one bony front 
paw. “Mmm-rack!” she said as Ren scooped her up. 

Alex leaned over to Todtman. “I guess cats really do land on their feet — even undead ones.” 

Five feet away, Ren took one of Pai’s raggedly wrapped front legs in her hand and waved it back 
at them. “Pai says hi,” she said, her fear making her goofy. 

The mummy cat immediately leapt from her arms. Pai-en-Inmar, sacred servant of the cat-headed 
goddess Bastet, had her pride. 

Todtman watched the little exchange grimly. “Tell me,” he said. “Have you seen this cat out in the 
daylight before?” 

Alex thought about it. “Not usually,” he said. “We saw her at, like, sunset once, though. With King 
Tut.” 

Todtman’s eyebrows lifted at the mention of the boy king. Alex saw it and added: “He was a pretty 
cool guy. Tough, too — wish he was here to help us now.” 

“I don’t like it,” said Todtman. 

“Don’t like what?” said Ren, who had followed Pai back into their general vicinity. 

“Any of it,” said Todtman. “A simple mummy was one thing, and the ghostly voices in Cairo had 
no form. But Pai is a powerful and sacred creature. She used to visit this world only in the dead of 
night; now she walks in broad daylight. The two of you traveled into the afterlife, and something 
followed you out. Each Death Walker we encounter is more powerful than the last. And Tutankhamun, 
a pharaoh, a living god, was among us ...” 

“Okay, but what does that —” Ren began. 

“The Final Kingdom,” said Todtman in a hushed tone. 

Alex, who had been scanning the pit wall for the hidden door or any other sign of weakness, 
choked on his own breath. He’d heard the same words on the sun-parched lips of the last Death 
Walker. 

“Wait, what?” said Ren. “Seriously, what?” 

Alex explained. He knew his friend hated not being in the know. “It’s, like, when the world of the 
living and the world of the dead join, when the barriers between them open, and ...” He turned to 
Todtman. It had been years since his mom had told him the story. “What’s the rest?” 

Todtman looked down at the mummy cat, sunlight lighting her back. “And life and death wash 
together like the waters of the Nile.” 

“So, wait, that’s what this is all about?” said Ren, a quick study. “The Spells and The Order and 
the Death Walkers — and Pai?” 


“Mmm-rackk?” 

“I think so,” said Todtman. The old German’s tone remained distant and flat as he spoke, a retreat 
from his own fear into rationality. “The Spells opened a doorway between the world of the living and 
the world of the dead. It was a breach, a jailbreak. The Death Walkers were waiting, and they 
escaped. But now the walls are crumbling, too. The borders are opening. If they do, the worlds will 
merge and the living and the dead will exist side by side. One kingdom, and one in which The Order 
and their Walker allies would be unstoppable.” 

Alex stared down at the hard, sand-dusted floor. His growing guilt dug in with sharp fingers. He 
kept his eyes down in case the others were looking at him. That breach had been caused for him, to 
let him back through ... He felt the sudden overwhelming urge to do something — anything! — to try 
to repair the damage. If we could just get to Minyahur, he thought. “Okay, I am not going to die in 
this pit,” he said, desperate for forward motion. “Maybe we can open the hidden door with our 
amulets ... Maybe if I stood on your shoulders ...” 

Todtman nodded. “Possibly. It is what is behind the door that worries me, but ...” 

But above them, the doorway was already opening. 

The friends turned toward the grating sound of stone sliding along stone. The doorway swung 
inward, finally revealing its carefully hidden edges. Disliking the sound, Pai crept away into the 
shadow cast by the near wall. Alex, on the other hand, eyed the dark opening hungrily. A moment later 
it was filled by a looming figure. 

The man stepped forward, so tall and broad-shouldered that his thick black robes seemed to fill 
the entire frame. He regarded them through the eyes of a golden mask. 

“Another operative,” whispered Alex, his eyes transfixed by the pockmarked realism of the 
mask’s golden skin and the iron beak that curved down into a brutal point. 

“No,” whispered Todtman. “That is their leader.” 

Alex finally placed the image on the mask. It was an Egyptian vulture, a species that was both 
fearsome predator and opportunistic scavenger. This man was the leader of the ancient death cult that 
had hounded them across three continents. And now, he spoke. 

“You have come a long way,” he said. “You have troubled me more than you know. Weighed on my 
thoughts.” 

The vulture mask had two small eyeholes, and Alex caught a subtle glimmer in the darkness behind 
them, a flash of white and reflected light. The man’s words could apply to any of them, but his eyes 
were fixed on Alex. 

“I should have killed you already, but even now, I am tempted to offer you a deal. Tell me what 
you know in exchange for your little lives ...” Alex still felt as if this man was talking directly to him, 
but a beat later his gaze shifted to take in the others. Looking for takers, he found none — and then he 
withdrew the offer. “But you would lie to me. I would torture you and stare into your souls — but still 
you would lie. You Keepers, you act like such heroes, and yet you lie so well ... It makes me wonder 


how different we really are.” 

But he didn’t wonder for long. He turned back toward Alex and continued: “I am sorry. But it is 
over. Soon, we will piece together what you found in that library.” Alex glared angrily up at the man. 
“Your part is done, your struggle is over, but die knowing two things. First, you serve a noble 
purpose. Your sacrifice will win us the favor, and more control, of a powerful ally. And second, 
death, as I am sure you understand by now, is only the start of your journey.” 

Alex caught a glimpse of heavy leather boots, just visible beneath the hem of the leader’s robes. 
His feet were mere inches from the edge of the doorway. Alex’s amulet had thrown a man across a 
room before. How hard would one good tug be? But as he began slowly sliding his hand up toward 
the scarab, his fingers began to twitch and spasm. He had lost control of his own hand, and a moment 
later it jerked back down to his side in one convulsive movement. 

“Ah, Alex — Alex Sennefer — I do appreciate the fight. I do. But I assure you, I am in control 
here.” The leader’s gaze shifted between Alex and Todtman. Alex’s eyes followed, and he saw that 
Todtman’s hands were also twitching slightly at his sides. 

The German tried reason instead. “It is a dangerous game you play,” he said. “In your rush for 
power, you are unleashing forces that you can’t possibly —” 

“Oh, but it is not a game at all,” said the leader. “It is deadly serious. And you should know better 
than to underestimate me.” He paused, though Alex couldn’t say if it was to savor the moment or 
mourn it. Either way, the leader ended with a flourish: “Enjoy the other side.” 

He took one last look at Alex and spun around. The hems of his robes whirled. Alex and Todtman 
reached for their amulets, but it was too late. Two quick steps had carried the leader back into 
darkness, and he was gone. Stone ground against stone as the door began to slide closed. 

“Stop it!” called Todtman. “Keep it open!” 

Alex grasped his scarab hard with his left hand and pushed his right palm straight out at the 
closing door, directing all the amulet’s force against it. Todtman did the same. The door slowed 
briefly and then ... 

KHHRUUNNK! 

It slammed shut. 

“No,” gasped Ren as the noise echoed through the pit. 

“He is not staying to watch, to take credit,” said Todtman, his tone shaken and uneasy. “Whatever 
is coming scares even him.” He turned toward Ren. “You must use the ibis. We must know what we 
are facing.” 

Alex was ready to jump in if she needed more convincing, but Ren just nodded. Alex watched her 
carefully as she took hold of the pale white bird. She’d drawn a blank last time — literally. Would 
this time be any different? Her eyes closed briefly, and when they opened again, Alex could see the 
fear in them. 

“What is it?” said Todtman. 


Alex had a pretty good idea what she was going to say, but he held his breath, hoping he was 
wrong. 

“Death Walker,” she breathed. 

“Oh no,” said Alex. They all understood the danger. The Walkers were powerful ancient entities. 
Knowing they would fail the weighing of the heart ceremony to gain entrance into the afterlife, they 
had clung to its edges by sheer force of will, waiting for their opportunity to escape. The only way to 
defeat one was by using the scarab’s power and the right spell from the Book of the Dead — the spell 
that connected with what the Walker had been in life. But none of that mattered now. They didn’t have 
a copy of the Book of the Dead, not even a single spell, much less all two hundred. 

“Did you see anything we can use against it?” whispered Todtman. “Any way to escape?” 

Ren shook her head. “It’s too late,” she whispered. “It’s coming.” She pointed at the limestone 
wall to her left, taking a trembling step back as she did. 

Alex peered at the pale stone. There was nothing there, and for once, he hoped his best friend was 
wrong. 

She wasn’t. 

The wall itself — the ancient, weathered stone — began to shift, to push outward. 

A shape began to emerge. 
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Stone Meeting Bone 


Ren watched in horror as the flat stone of the wall began to bulge outward into a bubble of pale 
stone about six feet up. She didn’t realize it was a face until the sunken eyeholes took shape and the 
neck began to push outward underneath it. Then came the shoulders, then the chest. 

The head pulled free of the wall with a wet tearing noise that sounded more like meat than stone. 
The rest of the body dragged itself free of the wall, leaving no indentation, no indication whatsoever 
that a section of stone the size and shape of a ragged human body had been removed. 

Its steps were stiff and uneven. Chunks of stone flaked off and fell to the ground with each bend 
and flex. The creature stopped, crossed its stony arms in front of it, and pointed its featureless visage 
toward the sky above. 

There was a soft cracking sound. 

“Turn away!” called Todtman, covering his face with his hands and turning his back on the 
macabre spectacle. As he turned, his bad leg gave out and he crumpled to the ground. 

Ren rushed over to help, but as she did, there was a muffled crash — like thunder heard from 
under a blanket — and rock exploded outward from the Walker. Limestone dust turned the entire pit 
white, and here and there Ren felt the sting of larger chunks against her skin. 

She heard Alex cry out but could see nothing. Her eyes stung from the powdered stone, and when 
she tried to call Alex’s name, thick white dust filled her mouth. She convulsed into hacking coughs 
and covered her face. 

As the heavy dust settled to the ground, she risked a peek back. The Walker’s true form was 
revealed. It looked like death itself: a ragged mummy — or most of it, anyway. The wrapping was 
mostly torn away, and some pieces of the body were missing. A few of the fingers were just gone, but 
the larger gaps had been filled in with clay and pale stone. Half its skull was clay, much of its torso 
was stone, and none of it quite fit or matched. For eyes, it had two white stones. 

And yet it moved. And yet, somehow, it lived. It took a step forward and drew in a long, rasping 
breath. In the warm desert air of the pit, Ren went cold to the tips of her toes. As the Walker’s chest 


expanded, a few remaining sections of rib rose beneath the shabby wrapping. Even the limestone that 
made up the rest of its chest seemed to flex and breathe. 

Ren, on the other hand, felt as if a horse was sitting on her chest. Fear constricted her breathing. 
The other Walkers had looked scary, sure, but they’d also looked alive. They’d come back, and they 
had the skin and clothing to prove it — even if that skin was sometimes burned or swollen. 

Todtman spoke softly, his voice colored by both awe and fear: “This Death Walker is older than 
the others, beyond ancient. Made when the mummification process was still crude. And whatever he 
was buried in must have given out. This one’s been in the ground. Its body has calcified.” 

Ren eyed the vein of living limestone in its chest — stone meeting bone — and felt the same sense 
of unreality she always did when confronted with the brazen illogic of magic. It felt like floating free 
from the world she knew, with nothing to grab on to, nothing to stop her from floating away so far that 
she’d never find her way back. 

And as the creature took another step forward and Ren took another step back, she realized that it 
might be true this time. She might never get back to the world she knew: home. 

Here, at the end, the homesickness that had grown inside her since she left New York became a 
razor-sharp ache. She’d never sit in the Met again, staring at her beloved Rembrandts and knowing 
her dad was somewhere nearby. Knowing that she could go ask him for ice cream money or just hang 
out and watch him work. She realized she’d never have another “girls’ day” with her mom, going to 
Serendipity and getting “drippity” sundaes. 

“Marr fesst dol!” croaked the Walker, snapping Ren back to the overheated reality of the pit. Like 
the others, Ren already had her hand around her amulet. Normally, that allowed them to understand 
the ancient Egyptian of their adversaries. Not now. 

“Can you understand it?” she asked. 

“A lost tongue,” said Todtman. 

Ren peered into the creature’s open mouth as it spat out more inscrutable syllables and saw that its 
real tongue was lost, too, replaced by a thick slab of clay. The thing flicked and curled with the 
liveliness of a fat brown toad. Ren wanted to vomit. 

The Walker took another step forward; the friends took another step back — only to find their 
backs were nearly to the wall. Soon they would find out what terrible, deadly power this Walker 
possessed. Unless ... Her mind flashed back to midnight in Vienna. If that shadow creature had been 
out of place in this world, well, then this earthenware weirdo definitely was. 

“Stand back!” she said to her friends. “Cover your eyes!” 

She squeezed the ibis tight in her left hand and called on its power once more. She thrust out her 
right hand. There was a quick white flash and then ... nothing. What had seemed so mighty at night 
amounted to little more than a camera flash in the daylight flooding the pit. The Walker flinched 
slightly. 

And then it attacked. 


—+—+ +--+ +3 


The Walker rushed forward, its stone-patched legs moving with surprising fluidity. “Split up!” called 
Ren. 

Alex turned to run — and couldn’t! He stared down, incredulous. The floor of the pit was solid 
stone, but he felt his feet sinking down into it as if it were mud. He watched in terror as the stone 
reached the laces of his boots. He could hear the creature’s footsteps heading toward him, and he 
tried desperately to lift first one leg and then the other. Nothing. He could only squirm as his feet sank 
farther. 

He saw Ren struggling, too. Her head and shoulders turned to rush along the wall, but her lower 
half refused to follow. 

Only Todtman had managed to stay a step ahead. A vine of stone rose up and grabbed the heel of 
one of his black dress shoes, but with one hand on his amulet, he swept the other downward, 
shattering the stone shackle. 

Alex followed his example, squeezing the scarab hard and then forming his other hand into a fist 
and smashing it down directly over each foot in a quick one-two. He felt like he’d just dropped a 
bowling ball on each foot, but he heard two muffled cracks and quickly pulled his feet up through the 
powdered stone. 

He turned and saw that the Walker was just a few yards from Ren now, already stretching out one 
bony three-fingered hand. Stuck in the floor, all she could do was stare at the approaching horror with 
eyes gone round with fear. 

“No,” Alex breathed. He felt a sudden, achingly sharp sense of responsibility for his friend’s 
safety. She had followed him halfway around the world, through one peril after another, and he could 
not let anything happen to her now. He rushed toward both of them. 

“Hey, stone-face,” he shouted desperately at the creature. It turned and regarded this new threat 
with pale eyes. Alex battled back his fear and squeezed his amulet hard, but before he could use it, a 
slab of stone shot out from the back wall of the pit, like a dresser drawer opening outward. It cracked 
Alex hard in the side and slammed him to the ground. 

He landed with a loud “Ooouff!” 

He rolled over and scrambled to his feet. The stone grabbed at him the whole time, but by moving 
fast, he was able to stay out of its rough grip — 

The Walker’s shadow fell over him. 

Alex stumbled back and to the side to create some space. Left hand on his amulet, Alex pointed the 
fingers of his right hand into a spear and lashed out at the Walker with a whipping, whistling column 
of super-charged wind. Jf this creature is really of the earth, thought Alex, lets see how it handles 
some erosion! 

Bits of clay and chunks of stone chipped and slipped off. Another finger sheared off the Walker’s 


right hand and went flying end over end out of sight. The ancient menace roared into the unrelenting 
gale and stumbled backward a few steps. Alex narrowed his eyes, tightened his fingers, and stretched 
his arm out farther. His head pounding, his body aching from the force channeled through it, he willed 
the wind to increase. 

He stared directly into the two white stones pressed into the clay-patched front of the Walker’s 
skull and saw the evil there. What he did not see, until it was too late, was the creature raising a now 
two-fingered hand, palm down, and slamming it hard toward the ground. 

The pit floor pulsed like the skin of a bongo drum. The force was so strong Alex could feel it in 
his teeth, and he found himself tossed two feet into the air. He crashed down on his back and smacked 
the tender bump on the back of his head. Looking up, he saw stars spiraling in the blue sky above. 

A moment later, his head cleared. 

It was a moment too long. He desperately tried to sit up, to take hold of his amulet again — but he 
was pulling against stone. The pit floor had already encircled him with its tendrils, and now he felt 
himself sinking back into it. Legs, arms, pinned. 

He was helpless. 

Todtman, however, was still free and using his amulet to fight back. A lance of invisible force 
carved into the creature, blowing a clean, round hole in its torso. Alex’s hopes rose, even as his body 
sank. He heard Ren let out a triumphant “Yes!” 

But the Walker didn’t so much as look down, and as its next step touched the pit floor, Alex saw 
limestone flowing like liquid up the creature — from foot to leg to body — filling in the hole. “Oh 
no,” whispered Alex, his arms and legs now fully encased in stone and only his chest, neck, and head 
still above it. 

Todtman steeled himself for another attack, his eyes wide, seeking out the next threat. Would it 
come from below? Behind? 

Above. 

A chunk of stone no bigger than a baseball broke off the top edge of the pit. There was a faint 
whistling sound, Todtman looked up, and ... 

KLONK! 

The stone hit him smack in the forehead, and he hit the ground like a sack of potatoes. The pit floor 
immediately encircled and immobilized him. 

Alex’s heart sank. He had failed both his friends, and he knew what came next. Death Walkers fed 
on the souls of the living — and they were messy eaters. The earthen entity surveyed its three trapped 
foes. It watched them struggle uselessly against the pit’s stony grip, like a finicky diner perusing a 
menu, deciding what to eat first. 

A flash of white light made up its mind. “No, Ren!” called Alex, but it was too late. The Walker 
headed directly for her, closing the distance in long, hungry strides. She released another blast of 
white light. It was weaker this time, and had even less effect. But then — 


“Mmmm-rack?” 

Pai stepped into view, brushing past Ren’s sunken legs and sitting down directly between Ren and 
the Walker. Alex had forgotten all about Pai. It was easy to do with an enchanted feline who had a 
habit of vanishing abruptly. But at the moment, Pai wasn’t going anywhere. 

“Mmm-RACK!” she repeated, not as a question this time. 

The mummy cat’s vocabulary might not stretch much past one word, but her meaning seemed clear 
enough: Over my long-dead body. 

The Walker looked down and opened its mouth. It took Alex a few moments to recognize the 
hoarse rasp that came out as a laugh. 

“No, Pai,” Ren said softly. “Go.” 

Alex saw the tears in his best friend’s eyes and felt guilt stab into him again. Others had died on 
this quest, but he didn’t think he could take it if she did. She was only here to help him, and now ... 
He struggled as hard as he could against the stone all around him, jerking one way and then the other. 
The stone didn’t even hint at budging. 

“Get out of there, Ren!” called Todtman from his own confinement. “Try to free one foot at a 
time!” 

But the stone was up past Ren’s ankles now and neither foot would budge. Her last line of defense 
was an undead temple cat — which the Walker now casually flicked aside. He waved his hand and a 
two-foot-tall wave rose in the stone floor, heading straight for Pai, moving fast. 

The mummy cat hissed and raised one bony paw, but the stony wave overwhelmed her. Her small 
body was carried off and — SSPLACKK! — smashed hard into the back wall of the pit. As the stone 
sank back into the ground, Pai wobbled upright, but she barely had time to look up before the next 
strike. A ten-foot-tall stone column crashed down on her with enough power to crush a car. As it 
receded, her little body lay motionless along the wall, bent in ways it should not have been. 

“Noooo!” cried Ren. 

And then everything changed. 

In the middle of a cloudless day, a strange darkness fell over the pit. 
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Violence Itself 


The darkness lifted a moment later, revealing a woman with the head of a cat. She stood in the 
center of the pit, considering her surroundings. Everything was quiet and still. The Walker stood 
perplexed, its crude mouth hanging open. Even the light wind that had played on the warm air of the 
pit had stopped. The world itself seemed to be holding its breath. 

“Shhhhh!” hissed Todtman, before adding in a rushed and barely audible whisper: “Do not move, 
do not provoke her.” 

Not moving, Alex could manage. Still lying on his back, sunk up to his neck in stone, he really 
didn’t have a choice. But he could not take his eyes off this ... this what? She had the body of a 
woman, clothed in a long, sleek gown, but her head was that of a giant cat — the shape of a Siamese 
but the size of a lioness. The soft fur rippled as the wind picked up again. She began to walk, and as 
she did, the colors of her clothing shifted, red bleeding seamlessly to blue flowing easily to green. A 
new color for each graceful step. Alex held his breath as she passed close by. Her floor-length gown 
brushed the ground with a soft, velvety swoosh. 

He craned his head as far as his stone-stuck neck would let him. She was heading toward Pai’s 
motionless body. And just like that, he knew. 

Bastet. 

The cat-headed goddess had been Alex’s mom’s favorite. He ran through everything he knew about 
her: a powerful goddess, revered by the ancient Egyptians as a protector of both the pharaoh and the 
people. 

And he remembered the little information plaque they’d salvaged from Pai’s wrecked case in 
London: PAI-EN-INMAR ... FROM THE TEMPLE OF BASTET ... Cats were considered sacred in ancient 
Egypt because of their association with Bastet. And temple cats like Pai were the most sacred of all. 

Bastet glided ever closer to her fallen servant. 

To harm any cat was considered bad luck, thought Alex. 

The goddess stood over Pai’s twisted frame. 


To harm a temple cat, well, that was just dumb ... 

Bastet bent down. 

The Walker moved. Perhaps he had seen enough or perhaps he considered the cat’s remains to be 
his now, part of his sacrificial offering. Perhaps he simply wanted a closer look. Whatever the 
reason, he took a step directly toward Pai — toward Bastet. 

And it’s never a good idea to challenge a goddess. 

Her head turned and the slits of her cat eyes narrowed. 

And she changed. 

What had once been elegant and beautiful became fearsome. Her cat head was consumed by 
flames — red, then orange, then blue. Under the flames, Alex saw the shadow of her face, not a cat’s 
now but a lioness’s. Alex held his breath. Bastet was revered in ancient Egypt, but feared, too, and 
this was why. This was her other half. In her anger, she had taken on her predatory aspect. Standing 
before them now was her sister goddess ... 

Sekhmet. 

The Destroyer. 

Violence itself. 

“Look away from her!” called Todtman. 

Alex did as he was told. He looked instead toward the doomed Walker, who began to burn. The 
flames started at the edge of his ragged frame, and he writhed as they rushed inward, consuming him. 
Suddenly, his flaming body flew backward across the pit. He hit the far wall at incredible speed, like 
a missile. 

FWOOOOM! 

Alex felt the impact through the stone surrounding him and closed his eyes against the advancing 
wall of pulverized stone. 

Quiet moments passed and the dust settled. 

“She is gone,” breathed Todtman at last. 

Alex opened his eyes and turned to look, surprised to find his neck no longer encased in stone but 
rather surrounded by powder. Slowly, he leaned forward and sat up. The powdered stone fell away, 
and he stood up, his limbs stiff but free. Todtman did the same, though the process was a bit harder on 
his old bones. Ren merely pulled her two feet free as if stepping out of a pair of stony slippers. 

They all looked to the spot where Pai had been. The mummy cat was gone, and so was the one she 
served. 

“Pai was just protecting me,” said Ren, her voice both sad and unsure. “Do you think she’s ... 
dead?” 

“She always was,” said Todtman with characteristic bluntness. 

Ren glared at Todtman, and then did a quick double take in that direction. “A way out!” 

Alex followed her eyes. Now that the dust had settled, he saw a huge hole blown into the far wall. 


Behind it was a dark hollow space. “Sekhmet blasted the Death Walker right through the wall,” said 
Alex, shaking his head. “That dude seriously picked the wrong cat to pick on.” 

“Pai saved us,” said Ren. 

Alex felt another quick stab of guilt: Pai had saved them when he had failed, and it had cost her 
everything. He felt the new burden settle atop all the others, and all he managed to say was a 
halfhearted “Yeah.” 

“No!” said Ren, insisting on it. “She. Saved. Us.” 

“Yes,” said Todtman. “She sacrificed herself. She was noble — now let’s get out of here!” 
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Todtman took four steps forward, two of them limps, but by his fifth step, Ren was under one arm, 
supporting him. By the sixth, Alex was under the other. They hurried through the gaping hole in the pit 
wall. There was no sign of the Walker, not so much as a rib or pale stone eye. 

“You remember how you said that without the Lost Spells the Walkers might be able to come back 
again?” said Alex. 

“Yes,” said Todtman. 

Alex took one more look around as they stepped through the smashed wall. “Well, I don’t think this 
one is coming back.” 

Todtman smiled, but only briefly. As they stepped into the shadows, the finished floor and right 
angles told them this was not just a hole blasted into the rock. This was a room, and that meant this 
whole place was an underground stronghold. 

“We must find a way out quickly,” said Todtman. “The leader is here and possibly others — a 
small army of men and guns, at the least. This is not a fight we want right now.” 

Alex’s mind flashed to the rogues’ gallery of masked Order operatives they’d faced so far. But as 
they rushed across the room, it turned out it was the men and guns they had to deal with first. There 
were two of them, wearing the unmarked khaki uniforms The Order favored. 

As the guards saw them, their eyes widened and their hands went to the pistols at their belts. But 
Alex’s hand was already on his scarab, and Todtman’s on his falcon. A wicked wind shear shot from 
Alex’s right hand. And his target was no ancient evil this time — this dude was maybe twenty-four. 
The wind slammed him backward into the wall, and he slowly slid down it, stunned and gasping. 

Todtman took a different approach. The jeweled eyes of the falcon glowed softly, and the eyes of 
the second guard glazed over. The Watcher exerted a powerful hold over weak minds, minds used to 
taking orders. The man slid his pistol back into its holster. Todtman pulled himself free from Alex and 
Ren and approached him. 

“What is this place?” Todtman asked. 

“Tt is a secure facility. The Death Walker protects it.” 


Alex nudged Ren. “Not anymore.” 

“Protects what?” said Todtman. “What is here?” 

The guard’s subjugated brain seemed to search for the right English words. “The ... stone 
warriors,” he said at last. “And the prisoners.” 

Alex’s eyes opened wide. Had they caught his mom? 

Todtman was clearly thinking the same thing. “Americans?” 

“One,” said the guard. 

Alex’s heart stuttered. The first guard shifted on the floor and reached for his head, but Alex 
couldn’t react. He needed to hear this. 

Todtman pressed him. “A woman?” 

The man looked confused for a moment and then shook his head. “Boy,” he said. 

Not his mom. Alex exhaled. Then something else occurred to him: An American boy ... Could it 
be Luke? But the next moment he was chastising himself for being so stupid. He knew all too well 
that his super-jock cousin was working with The Order — probably getting ready to buy an NBA 
team with the money they must have paid him to betray them. 

Alex saw movement out of the corner of his eye and turned just in time to see the first guard 
recover his bearings and reach for his gun. Alex spun around too late — but not Ren. She kicked the 
man hard in one bent shin. 

The guard grabbed his shin and swore, giving Alex enough time to unleash a second blast of wind. 
The guard’s head smacked back into the wall with a hollow coconut BONK, and he was knocked out 
cold. But no sooner had one threat ended than a larger one loomed. Voices echoed through the room, 
coming from somewhere out in the pit. 

“We need to get out of here,” said Ren. 

Todtman nodded but didn’t budge. “Where are these stone warriors?” 

The guard resisted. Todtman clutched the falcon harder, leaned in, and repeated himself in a 
hoarse, angry whisper: “WHERE?” 

The guard raised his hand despite himself, pointing to a doorway along the half-shattered side 
wall. “One ... flight... up ... to ... right,” the man spat out, fighting himself on every word. 

“One last thing,” said Todtman, leaning back. 

“We have to go,” hissed Ren, the echoing voices louder now. 

Alex gave her what he hoped was a reassuring look. “I’m sure it’s important,” he whispered. 

“Do you have a broom?” asked Todtman. “It must get sandy in here ...” 

The guard looked confused but pointed to one shadowy corner. “Vielen Dank,” said Todtman. 
Thank you very much. “Now sleep.” 

The guard crumpled to the floor as Todtman hobbled to the corner. 

“Let’s go,” he said as he used the falcon’s power to shear off the head of the broom. 

They rushed through the side door and up the stairs, one step ahead of the approaching voices. The 


only sounds were the soft, wooden thuds of Todtman’s new walking stick. 
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Rock Stars and Fast Cars 


The staircase led up and away from the shattered wall, and by the first landing, the electric lights 
were working again. “One flight up and to the right,” Todtman repeated softly. “Here it is.” He 
gestured toward a large, vaultlike door. 

Alex was less interested in these “stone warriors,” whatever that meant, and more interested in 
escape. “Why don’t we keep going up the stairs?” he said as Ren nodded emphatically in agreement. 

Todtman turned the large door handle. Locked. He reached for his amulet. “We still know too little 
about The Order’s plans,” he said. “I must know what they are capable of, what tools they have. I saw 
something in Cairo, and it ... troubled me.” 

Alex knew he had a point: The cult was up to something massive, and they needed to know more 
— not just what they planned to accomplish, but how. He took one last longing look up the stairwell 
and then turned his attention toward the door. Hand on amulet, Todtman’s eyes slid closed and his 
augmented senses probed the inner workings of the lock, finding its weak point. 

KLICKICK! 

The lock opened, but still he searched. 

CRECK! 

The sound of a second, larger lock opening ... Theres something important in there, thought 
Alex. Todtman pushed the door open and stepped inside, Alex and Ren following a step behind. 

The room was dark and Alex was on edge. He jumped when Todtman swung the heavy door shut 
behind them. Then he heard a third click, much softer this time, as the old scholar found the light 
switch. 

Alex’s breath caught and his heart nearly stopped. His hand flew up to his amulet and he took a 
quick step back, nearly shouldering Ren into the wall. “Hey!” she said. 

And then she saw it, too, and gasped sharply. Facing them were five massive, menacing figures. 
Menacing — and familiar. 

They were in the shape of the five Order operatives who already haunted their nightmares. There 


was the treacherous, jackal-masked Al-Dab’u, their first adversary in New York; the cruel, 
crocodile-headed Ta-mesah from London; Peshwar, the sinister, lioness-skull-wearing huntress 
who’d pursued them halfway across Egypt; the vulture-veiled leader; and the grotesque Aff Neb. 

But these were carved from blocks of rugged stone: ten feet tall and powerfully built, like Hulked- 
out versions of the sinister originals. 

“The stone warriors are ... statues?” said Ren. “That’s so vain!” 

“No,” said Todtman, his voice grave and fearful. “Not vain — terrifying. I was afraid of this. They 
hadn’t taken shape yet in Cairo. I only saw a glimpse. But now ...” He looked from Alex to Ren. “We 
must destroy these!” 

“Why?” said Ren, but there was no time for explanation, much less destruction. Behind them, the 
locks of the door were beginning to turn. The Order had caught up with them. 

“We’re trapped in here!” said Alex, surveying the featureless room. 

“No,” said Ren. “There has to be a back door.” 

“How do you know?” said Alex. 

She rolled her eyes. “Because these things are too big to fit through the front one!” 

The first lock had already clicked open and the larger second lock was beginning to turn. The 
friends rushed across the bare, echoing chamber, slaloming between the looming statues. They gave 
Alex a serious case of the creeps, a mix of bad memories and foreboding. What are these things for 
— and why do they scare Todtman so much? 

They passed the last statue — the graven image of the cult leader — just as the door swung open 
and the man himself strode into the room. They reached the back wall. In its center was the sort of 
large, rolling door you'd find on a loading dock. 

“Phew!” said Ren. 

“You two open it,” said Todtman, turning back toward their pursuers. “T11 hold them off.” 

Alex looked at him like he was crazy. How could he hold off the leader and the steady stream of 
armed men pouring in the door behind him? But there was no time for second thoughts. 

“Tl unlock it,” said Ren. “You push!” 

Alex gave her a skeptical look, too. She had the least experience using an amulet — and this 
looked like a big lock. But she looked confident, and for the first time he realized that she had more 
faith in the ibis than he did. 

He was plenty confident with his own amulet, though. He grasped the scarab, and once again the 
ancient energy coursed through him, quickening his pulse, sharpening his senses. He extended his right 
hand, palm up, and slowly raised it. 

As he began to push, he saw a pop of white light and heard a muffled klink. Ren had done it! The 
big door began to move. 

Behind them, Todtman’s delay tactic was a masterstroke. Rather than attempt a direct attack on The 
Order forces, he threatened what they held dear. As the door rose to waist height, Alex risked a quick 


look back. The first of the statues, Al-Dab’u’s, was wobbling and ... falling! The Order forces 
shouted in confusion and concern. “Stop it!” barked the leader. “Do not let it fall!’ 

Todtman’s froggy face was red, his eyes protruding even more than usual from the effort of tipping 
the massive statue. But now gravity was on his side. The leader extended his own hand, pushing back, 
as half a dozen men rushed to prop the thing up. Behind them, Alex saw the pale skull of a lioness 
enter the room. 

“Peshwar’s here,” he gasped. 

“Let’s go!” yelped Ren. 

Todtman wheeled around, releasing the amulet with an exhausted gasp. 

The three friends quickly ducked under the half-open gate as the room lit up red and one of 
Peshwar’s energy daggers rocketed toward them. The deadly dagger slammed into the edge of the 
door as they straightened up on the other side. 

“Glad I didn’t have time to open it all the way!” said Alex. 

Another advantage of the half-opened door: Closing it was much faster. 

“Lock it!” said Todtman, already beginning to hobble across the broad concrete floor in front of 
them. “And break the lock!” 

The same augmented senses and subtle manipulations that made it possible for Alex to open a lock 
with the scarab made it surprisingly easy to break off one of the small pieces inside. 

He rushed to catch up with the others as a dozen hands began pounding on the stubbornly stuck 
metal behind them. The friends were in a large, bare room, its walls mostly lost in shadows. Up 
ahead, he could see a ramp sloping upward. It looked like an empty loading dock — but it wasn’t 
empty. 

“Hey, guys?” Alex heard. Just two words, but the voice was so familiar that he recognized it 
immediately. He wheeled around, reaching for his amulet once again. But the person he saw posed no 
threat this time. Pressed between thick iron bars along the far wall, a face floated like a ghost in the 
shadows. 

“Luke?” The word flopped weakly out of Alex’s mouth as he tried to come to terms with what he 
was seeing. He took a step forward and saw that there were three large doors along the far wall, each 
with a barred window in the center. Luke was in the middle cell. But why? His cousin was working 
with The Order — wasn’t he? Then why was he in a sunless cell in their desert citadel? 

“You traitor!” shouted Ren. He’d betrayed her, too, but her tone softened as she stepped forward 
and got a better look at his pale, grime-streaked face. “You ... snake?” 

Luke managed a weak smile. “Okay, I had that coming,” he said. “But you gotta understand, I 
didn’t want to do it. I mean, at first, yeah. The money was good, but then —” 

Pa-KRACK! Ba-DOOOM! 

Two quick, explosive sounds came through the door behind them, and two large bumps appeared 
on its metal surface. 


Todtman peered into the gloom. “They are coming through. That door will not hold them much 
longer.” 

But Alex couldn’t bring himself to leave just yet. Todtman had interacted with Luke only briefly, 
but Alex’s cousin had been a big part of the team in London and the Valley of the Kings. His athletic 
ability and knack for saying the obvious had saved them more than once — even if he had been 
passing on information to The Order the whole time. Alex needed to hear this. “Why did you betray 
us?” he said. 

Thin hands appeared on the bars of the other two cells, but the faces stayed hidden inside. For the 
first time, Alex caught a whiff of the stink coming from the cells. These people were being held in 
darkness and filth, and barely fed, by the looks of it. 

“When I realized how bad these people really are,” said Luke, “I couldn’t do it anymore.” 

“But you did!” yelled Ren. “You gave us away! We could have died!” 

As if to punctuate her angry point, a third explosion rocked the door behind them. The metal began 
to give. Crimson light flickered through a long crack. 

“I know,” breathed Luke. “I feel terrible, but ...” 

“WE HAVE TO GO!” shouted Todtman. 

Alex looked at his cousin closely. He had betrayed them. They’d survived it out in the desert, but 
if he kept them here any longer this time, he’d deliver them into the hands of The Order agents — 
whether he meant to or not. 

“Tm sorry, man,” he said, and turned to run. Sympathy and old loyalty tugged at him, but he pulled 
away. They didn’t have time to listen to Luke’s excuses. 

Ren followed half a step behind. They’d already reached the ramp and started up it when Luke 
called out his last words. “They were going to kill my parents! I’m sorry, cuz!” 

Alex wheeled around and stared back down into the darkness. An image formed in his head, one 
perfectly suited to this shadowy place. Once again, he pictured that complex spiderweb. Back in 
Alexandria, he’d imagined his mom was the center, but really he was the spider. This was all his 
fault, and not just on some big, abstract level, but right down to each person involved. 

Luke had gotten pulled into that web because of Alex. He never would’ve betrayed them in a 
million years if it weren’t for the lure of money and the worst threat imaginable. Luke’s drained face 
watched him through the gloom, a glimmer of hope shining through now. 

Hardly believing his own words, Alex heard himself say, “I have to save him.” 

He turned and took a step back down the ramp, once again heading toward danger, but quick 
footsteps came up behind him. 

“No, Ren, don’t —” he began, just as a burst of crimson light blew a massive hole in the metal 
gate. Fa-THOOOM! 

In the quiet following the explosion, Ren made it crystal clear that she had no intention of 
following his suicide mission. She reached up and slapped the swollen lump on the back of his head. 


Alex winced as if he’d just bitten down on a lemon, and sucked air through his teeth. “OW!” 

“Listen to me!” she said. “I don’t know what this cowboy craziness is all about, but if you don’t 
turn around right now, we are all going to end up in that cell — or worse.” 

“But it’s all my —” Alex began, but Ren cut him short. 

“Tt is not!” 

Alex heard the metal gate begin to roll upward and the angry voices massing behind it. He was 
paralyzed. He felt responsible for all of them, but saving one meant putting the others in danger. 

It was Luke himself who broke the deadlock: “Go, man!” he shouted. “Just go!” 

Alex released a wordless shout of frustration and anger — but he went. He took one last look back 
at Luke’s face and then rushed toward Todtman, who was using his amulet to try to slow the rising 
gate. 

Ren added a blinding flash to the delay tactics, and then they all turned and rushed up the ramp 
toward freedom. By the time the battered gate rattled fully open behind them, Todtman was already 
opening the next gate with his amulet. They hurried through, the slap of footsteps and crackle of 
energy close behind. Sunlight and dry desert air met them on the other side. 

As Todtman and Ren closed the gate and broke the lock, two gunshots pushed little cones into the 
metal from the other side. Alex stared at them, understanding that if he’d hesitated even a few seconds 
longer, those bullets might be lodged in his back — or his friend’s. 

“Our getaway!” called Ren, pointing. 

A small fleet of expensive new cars sat in a square lot, all in identical gunmetal gray. Even with 
sun-stung eyes Alex could make out the familiar logo. Mercedes-Benzes. 

“Ausgezeichnet!” shouted Todtman. Excellent! 

They hustled toward the nearest one. “Can you start it?” asked Ren as Todtman slid into the 
driver’s seat. 

“Of course!” Todtman said, grabbing his amulet. “These cars make perfect sense — they’re 
German!” 

The powerful engine roared to life, and they burned rubber leaving the lot. 

Alex took one last look behind them as the car hit the long ribbon of hot asphalt that would lead 
them to safety. He stared at The Order’s subterranean stronghold ... Sand-colored canvas had already 
been drawn over the top of the shattered pit. The pit where they had lost Pai, and nearly each other, 
before encountering a goddess. The gate they’d come through was just beginning to slide open again. 
And somewhere behind them, his cousin, held captive and caught in the crossfire of all this, his life or 
death dependent on the whims of maniacs. 

Finally, he allowed himself to look at the road ahead, but he didn’t really see it. What he saw 
instead was a spiderweb. He looked down at himself, turned his hand over and considered it. He was 
the spider. And he was poisonous. 

As the luxury sedan’s air conditioning kicked in, he took his first deep breath of cool air in what 


felt like ages. He filled his lungs with air and his mind with one single word, the only thing that could 
make this all worth it. The only thing that could tear the web apart and release everyone who’d been 
caught up in it. 

Minyahur. 


ail 


To Minyahur 


Todtman punched their destination into the navigation system, shifted the powerful sedan into gear, 
and pressed the gas pedal to the floor. Alex settled into the backseat, not noticing the fat black fly 
crawling slowly along the edge of the door. 

The Mercedes sped south as the sun began to set in the west. Todtman took them through a few 
small towns and made a series of seemingly random turns, in case they were being followed. But 
Alex saw no suspicious cars tailing them, and the sleek vehicle seemed like a safe haven: a little 
bubble of tinted glass and air conditioning. 

For a while, nobody said very much. They were too tired and all working through what had just 
happened in their own ways. Alex couldn’t see Ren’s small frame on the other side of the big front 
seat, but he heard her sniffle a few times and knew it was about Pai. 

But eventually they recovered, like boxers picking themselves up off the mat, and the need to make 
sense of what they’d seen was too strong for silence. 
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Ren had been trying to puzzle something out herself for about thirty miles, and now she was just going 
to ask Todtman. “What was the big deal about those statues?” she said. “Why were you so — I mean, 
no offense, but why were you so freaked out about them?” 

“They are powerful and dangerous weapons. I dearly wish we’d had time to destroy them.” 

“Dangerous?” said Ren. “What’s The Order going to do, hit people with them? They can’t even 
move.” 

“Not yet,” said Todtman. At first, she thought he was joking, but the grim look on his face didn’t 
crack, just deepened. “You already know that the ancient Egyptians believed they could make a statue 
of themselves in life and inhabit that form in the afterlife ...” 

“Right,” said Ren, remembering. “Like in London, the second Death Walker, Willoughby ... He 


looked just like the statue in his crypt.” 

“And King Tut looked just like his famous mask,” added Alex. 

Ren was happy to recall the sight of Tutankhamun in the Valley of the Kings, looking less like a 
boy king and more like a member of a boy band. “Yeah,” she confirmed. “He was supercute.” 

“I will take your word for it,” said Todtman. “But these statues were not made for their looks. 
They were made to be warriors.” 

“So wait,” said Alex, “The Order guys want to ‘inhabit’ those forms? They want to be ten feet tall 
and made of stone?” 

“They want to be invulnerable to harm,” said Todtman. “Unstoppable.” 

“But wouldn’t they need to be dead first? Like Tut and Willoughby?” 

Todtman took his eyes off the road and turned back toward Alex in a way that made Ren fear for 
her own life. “And you don’t think they would do that?” he said sharply. “The Order —” 

“Is a death cult,” she said. “We know. Could you please keep your eyes on the road?” But then she 
finally understood the full implication of what he was saying. “So wait, they plan to sacrifice 
themselves? They plan to turn themselves into Death Walkers?” 

Alex groaned. “Into supersized, indestructible Death Walkers.” 

HONK! 

An approaching truck finally caught Todtman’s attention — with its horn rather than its grille, 
thankfully. He veered back into his lane. “And I suspect their powers would be just as large as their 
bodies,” he said. “The Lost Spells unleashed the Death Walkers into this world, and the Lost Spells 
would allow these new ones to cross over, as well. And with the protection of those Spells ...” 

“They would be impossible to banish, brought back for good,” said Alex. Ren turned and saw him 
looking down at his scarab. “The Book of the Dead, the scarab, nothing could stop them.” 

Ren tried to imagine it. Supersized Death Walkers with supersized powers. “Can you imagine how 
powerful Peshwar would be?” she said. “Those energy daggers could take down a building! Or their 
leader? Oh wow ...” 

“He could control presidents, nations,” said Todtman. “And nothing could stop them — or even 
harm them.” 

“No wonder they’re working with the Death Walkers,” said Alex. “They are planning to become 
Death Walkers.” 

Todtman nodded solemnly. “The world of the dead is already bleeding into the world of the living, 
already taking hold. The Order and the Death Walkers plan to use that opening to rule — to live 
forever and rule a world shadowed by death.” 

Ren sat back, trying to imagine a world ruled by The Order and the Death Walkers. It was not a 
world she wanted any part of. “It’s a good thing we’re on our way to find the Spells right now,” she 
said. “We need to slam those doorways shut and put everything back the way it was!” 

She looked at the other two. Todtman was nodding, but Alex ... Alex looked like she’d just 


punched him. She didn’t understand his reaction at all, at first. And then she did. “Oh,” she said. “Oh 
no.” 

Todtman kept his eyes fixed on the road. “Yes,” he said. “We have no way of knowing what will 
happen if the doorways close for good, but the risk was always clear — the risk to Alex.” 

Always clear? she thought. Clear to who? She hadn’t signed up for this. 

“Was it clear to you?” she said, staring back between the seats at Alex and not entirely succeeding 
in keeping the pity out of her voice. 

“I was kind of trying not to think about it,” he admitted. “But if we use the Spells and everything 
goes back to the way it was before, well ...” 

He couldn’t bring himself to say it, and she didn’t blame him. 

Because he was sick before — sick, at best. 

At worst, he was dead. 


That night, with the sun gone red again and just kissing the horizon, they arrived in Minyahur. 


AUNI 
Il 


A Land of Sand and Secrets 


Alex climbed out of the car into what felt like a different world, one where stone monsters were 
waiting to be born and where winning the battle against them might mean losing his life. He looked 
around as the others stood and stretched beside him. The little village was locked up as tight as a 
bank vault. It wasn’t even nine o’clock yet, but the half dozen buildings that made up the center of 
town slumbered like huddled animals. The doors were locked and the windows were dark and 
shuttered. The only light came from the rising moon and one lone streetlight. 

This was Minyahur, the place his mom thought of as a sanctuary, a quiet shelter in a mad world. 
The place he hoped to find her now. 

“Well, at least they have electricity,” Ren said, stretching her legs and gazing up at the flickering 
bulb. 

There wasn’t much for the faint light to reveal: A sandy landscape stretched out into the darkness. 
Lopsided mud-brick huts slumped together in modest bunches, with squared-off redbrick structures 
scattered among them like dropped Monopoly houses. Even the most run-down buildings seemed to 
have heavy doors and thick wooden shutters on the windows. Are there lights burning behind those 
shutters? he wondered. Is the town asleep, or is everyone gone? 

“Not very welcoming,” said Ren, looking around skeptically. 

Alex removed his scarab from under his shirt. It felt hot in his hand. Whatever the fate of the 
villagers, he now knew this: The dead are walking here. 

“Why don’t you two start looking around?” said Todtman. “I will try to find us somewhere to 
stay.” 

Ren looked at the dark, quiet buildings, each one as silent and still as a gravestone. “What if 
something has happened to them all?” 

“Exactly,” said Todtman. “We need to make sure that everything is all right here, that we will be 
safe for the night. But don’t go far.” 

Alex and Ren watched him turn and head toward the street, his broomstick cane making soft 


stabbing sounds as it punched into the sandy ground. 

“Come on,” said Alex. “There are some more buildings over this way.” 

They started out along the road, but it felt too exposed and without a word they veered off into the 
soft sand alongside. Wearing the boots he’d broken in in the Valley of the Kings, he felt at home in the 
sand. Boots just like his mom had always worn on her work expeditions. 

For the first time in what felt like forever, it seemed not just possible but likely that she was 
nearby. The familiar anticipation stirred inside him. He looked around at the desolate village: It 
looked like she had run to the very ends of the earth to escape them. To escape him. And this time, he 
didn’t really blame her. Who wouldnt run from a spider? 

They headed deeper into the village’s sandy outskirts. One direction, Alex knew, led to the Nile 
— the source and anchor of all life in Egypt, rolling slowly north somewhere just beyond his sight. 
The other led farther into the vast Sahara desert. He looked out at it. The sand glowed like endless 
snow in the moonlight. It was beautiful, but he needed more than his eyes could give him now. He 
reached up and wrapped his hand around his amulet. His pulse quickened and his breath caught as he 
felt the exhilarating rush of ancient energy crackle through his system. 

Suddenly, the world around him began to shimmer ever so slightly. He’d hoped he could use the 
scarab to pinpoint a single strong signal. Instead, the living dead — or the death magic that brought 
them back — seemed to be all around them. 

“Not good,” he said, letting the scarab go. Using it for too long gave him a headache, anyway. 

They were approaching a little hut made of mud bricks, and Alex wasn’t sure if they should avoid 
it or check for signs of life. Up close, he could see that it was painted a mustard yellow that seemed 
oddly cheerful. As he eyed it, he saw a ragged figure pull itself from the dark side of the house and 
out into the open. “Ren!” he said, but she’d already seen it. 

They both reached for their amulets with gunfighter speed. 

The figure stepped clear of the house and out into the moonlight. It was a raggedly dressed old 
man. Ren let out a deep breath and Alex felt his shoulders relax. But neither of them let go of their 
amulets as the old beggar began to speak. 

“Ah, children, strange children,” he said. 

Alex looked at the man. His skin was leathery and his hair was a matted and windblown mess. His 
frame was extremely thin and covered in an old brown robe. Alex hadn’t expected khakis or anything, 
but a ratty robe? They really were in the middle of nowhere now. 

Alex took a deep breath and plastered on a smile. “We’re looking for someone,” he said. 

“Oh yes? And who might that be?” 

“A woman,” he said. “A foreigner.” 

“I think I might know something about that,” said the old man enigmatically. 

“Alex!” hissed Ren, taking a step back. 

But Alex ignored her, taking a step forward. Does this old man really know something about my 


mom? 

“PII tell you,” the man said. “For a coin.” 

Alex reached into his pocket. 

“Alex!” said Ren, louder this time. 

He shot her a look: Not now! With his hand still on his amulet, he felt safe. He pulled a handful of 
Egyptian coins out of his pocket. The man extended his hand, long nails pointing out, his palm creased 
with dirt. But as Alex dropped the coins into the man’s hand, something occurred to him. How can I 
understand this man? What are the odds that a beggar on the fringes of Arabic-speaking Egypt 
speaks perfect English? As the change began to fall, he looked down at his amulet — the one that 
allowed him to speak ancient Egyptian when he held it. Uh-oh. 

The change hit the man’s greasy palm — and fell right through it. The coins thunked softly into the 
sand below. 

The old man — or his spirit, anyway — looked down at the fallen coins and then looked up at 
Alex with a sheepish grin. “I never was very good with money,” he said. And as he did, he began to 
change. His mouth widened, his eyes went black in the moonlight ... 

Alex scrambled back and felt his foot catch on a stone. He windmilled his arms for balance but it 
was too late. He hit the ground hard enough to feel a sharp pain shoot up his tailbone into his spine. 
He looked up and saw a ring of sharp teeth with a pure blackness at its center. His hand had come off 
his amulet in the fall, and he fumbled for it desperately. 

FWOOOP! 

A blinding white flash lit his vision, leaving him seeing stars and nothing else. He rolled away 
blindly, the gritty sand rubbing against his skin and slipping into his clothing. 

When his vision cleared, he looked up to see the teeth replaced by ... Ren. 

“If I am going to keep saving your butt,” she said, “the least you can do is stop falling on it.” 

“Yeah, ha-ha,” said Alex, extending his hand and attempting to salvage at least a little of his 
dignity. “If you’re going to keep blinding me with that thing, the least you could do is help me up.” 

Ren reached down and took his outstretched hand. “I think we should probably head back now,” 
she said, giving him a tug. 

“Yeah, good idea,” said Alex, eyeing a desert that suddenly looked less beautiful than eerie. 

They walked back wordlessly. Alone with his thoughts, Alex finally allowed himself to really 
think about what Todtman had said: “The risk was always clear.” A risk ... Not a certainty. 

And what exactly was the risk? He could deal with being sick again, though he would dearly miss 
this new health. He stood up straight and breathed in the clear desert air. He felt his system working 
smoothly and efficiently: extracting oxygen, pumping blood. There was no needles-and-pins stinging 
in his limbs, no bowling-ball queasiness in his gut, no lead-heavy exhaustion. He’d gotten so used to 
this, almost took it for granted now. Yeah, he’d miss it. But it was the other possibility that he needed 
to face: Will this mission cost me my life? Or is there some way we could end The Order 5 plans 


without ending me, too? 

The truth was, he didn’t know, and that’s what he needed to make peace with. He listened to the 
muffled crunch of his best friend’s footsteps and stared up at a moon as pale as bone. He’d caused so 
much trouble to so many people already. Maybe this was the way it had to be. Ren had been risking 
her own safety for him this whole time. Maybe it was time for him to take the biggest risk of all, for 
her — and everyone else. 

He glanced over at his friend, her small frame dwarfed by a barren desert that stretched to the 
horizon. He felt as if he had dragged her to the end of the earth, too, put her through so much. Am 1 
willing to die to end all this? he wondered. 

He kicked the ground and walked on. 

I should be dead already. 


ail 


Todtman had found them a place to stay, all right — right back in the Benz. “There are people 
here,” he had said. “But they are afraid. I think, perhaps, it is best not to impose on them right now — 


Called Out 


or to trust them.” 

An hour later, Ren was lying in the backseat, since she was short enough to fit. The other two had 
the front seats reclined as far as they would go. She looked out the wide rear window at the sky 
above. It was so dense with stars that it seemed to shimmer and pulse. It didn’t press down on her 
vision as much as lift it up. They were still parked behind the same little cluster of buildings. Are we 
safe here? she wondered. 

Acar, when it came right down to it, didn’t offer much shelter. And yet, she didn’t feel afraid. Part 
of that was her company. Todtman was formidable with his falcon — even if he was snoring a little 
too loudly at present. And sometimes it seemed like Alex could move mountains with that scarab. 
Amazing for a kid who couldn t even get through gym class a year ago ... But part of it had nothing 
to do with the others. She looked down to see the ibis glowing softly in the starlight. 

She considered it again with fresh eyes. She could do so much more with it now. She could pick 
locks and zap spirits and blind the occasional giant fly. And as for the images, maybe she had just 
been thinking about them the wrong way. She’d always thought that it was giving her answers and she 
was failing to understand them half the time. But what if it was just giving her information, guidance? 
What if it isn't the answer key? What if it is the studying? 

Alone in the backseat, she smiled. More than anyone else she knew, she liked studying. 

A moment later, she was snoring, too. 


$+ 


The next morning dawned sunny, despite it all. 
Alex woke up first, seat-sore and hungry. His body felt creaky, but inside he was buzzing. If this 


was the day they finally found his mom, it could be the best day of his life. It could also be the last. It 
felt like Christmas morning, with maybe a little too much Halloween thrown in. He tried to imagine 
seeing her again, after so long. Would I run up and hug her? he wondered. Would she let me? 

He twisted his stiff neck toward the backseat. “Hey, Ren,” he said over the sound of Todtman’s 
precise, measured snoring. “You awake?” 

“I am now,” she groaned. 

The exchange woke Todtman. “Guten Morgen, ” he croaked. 

Alex and Ren responded with grunts. 

Donk! Donk! Donk! 

All three heads whipped around. There was a man outside the car, knocking on Todtman’s 
window. Todtman straightened his seat and lowered the window. There was a quick conversation in 
Arabic, a few bills handed over, and the man vanished. 

“That is the owner of the store we are parked behind,” said Todtman. “There is a fee for parking 
here. I suspect it has been in effect for exactly as long as we have been here. Also, he wanted to know 
if we want breakfast.” 

“Definitely,” said Alex. His feelings were a confusing swirl, but his stomach was making itself 
very clear by rumbling loudly. 

The three climbed out of Hotel Mercedes and into the bright Egyptian daylight. They walked 
around the buildings and onto the main road, doing their best to stretch and smash down their Benz- 
head hair as they went. 

Alex was surprised by the number of people on the street. Minyahur had been a ghost town the 
night before — literally — but now it was alive with activity. He checked the time on his phone. 
Apparently, the village that shuts down early wakes up early, too. Looking at the heavy wooden 
shutters, flung open now, he thought he understood. Ren had saved him from a terrifying fate with her 
ibis last night, but these people didn’t have amulets. They had only solid walls to hide behind. 

He heard footsteps and stepped aside as a group of women walked past on the cracked concrete 
sidewalk. They were wearing traditional Muslim garb, covered head-to-toe in long black abayas and 
veils that left only their eyes visible. 

“Aren't they hot?” whispered Ren as they passed, looking down at her own sporty, short-sleeved 
outfit. 

Alex scanned the village center. There were dozens of people, carrying bags or leading children 
or just walking swiftly toward some unknown destination. Most of the men wore pumpkin-sized 
turbans and the traditional white Egyptian gowns known as galabeyas. But almost all the women 
were wearing those same all-concealing black outfits. /t’s a perfect disguise, he realized with both 
horror and some small bit of admiration. Mom could walk right past me and I’d never know. 

A bell tinkled as they pushed through the front door of the store. 

“Ah!” said the shopkeeper. “Breakfast, yes?” He gave Alex and Ren a quick look and a slick 


smile. “How is my English? Good, yes? It used to be, but I do not get a chance to practice much out of 
here.” 

Alex smiled back politely. “So,” he said. “What kind of breakfast are we talking about?” 

It was mostly dry, sugary biscuits and tea, but they all wolfed it down at a small table in the back 
of the store. Then they headed toward the front to pay for the food — and extra for any information. 
“The shopkeepers hear everything in a town like this,” whispered Todtman. 

But if this man had heard everything, he said nothing. A foreign woman? Not that he was aware of. 
Any outsiders at all? Couldn’t think of any. Anything out of the ordinary lately? Ghosts and 
disappearances; rumors of a mummy. Nothing living. 

They paid for the meal, a bottle of water, a can of insect repellant, and a cheap backpack, since 
Alex’s and Ren’s were still somewhere back in The Order’s secret citadel. Alex put the stuff in the 
pack and the pack on his back and headed toward the door. But that’s when he spotted something on a 
middle shelf: a quick flash of a familiar color. He turned back to the shopkeeper. 

“This tea here, with the purple label,” he said. “Do you sell a lot of it?” 

The man looked up at the tea and then back down at the cash register. “Not much,” he said. “It was 
a special order. Most people around here prefer the Egyptian —” He tensed visibly and swallowed 
the next word. After what seemed to Alex a very deliberate pause, he continued. “It is neither our 
most popular brand nor our least. Have a nice day! If you are still around tonight, we also serve 
dinner.” 

He slammed the cash register shut, and with it, the conversation. 

Alex tapped the metal tea canister. The little bonk he got back told him two things. First, the 
container was half empty. Second, his mother knew Egypt well — but he knew her better than anyone. 


The Buzz around Town 


““She’s here!” said Alex as they stepped out into the bright, hot morning. “In Minyahur! He sold her 
tea — he special ordered it for her!” 

Ren swatted at one of the many flies buzzing dizzily around the center of town. “How can we get 
him to tell us where she is?” 

“That, he will not know,” said Todtman. “She will come in at irregular times, he will say, 
unpredictable. She will pay in cash and leave quietly, maybe slip out while he is talking to another 
customer. Sometimes she will head in one direction, sometimes she will head in another.” 

“How do you know any of that?” said Ren. 

“Because that 1s what I would do,” Todtman said simply. “We must search the edges of the village. 
She would not stay in its center.” 

They stood on the edge of the sidewalk, waiting to cross the street. There were no cars in sight, 
but a passing donkey cart was in no hurry. 

“Why didn’t she buy the whole container of tea,” Alex asked Todtman as they reached the other 
side, “instead of leaving half of it there for me to see?” 

“Maybe she did and the storekeeper bought another, hoping for more business,” said Todtman with 
a shrug. “Or maybe she couldn’t afford it.” 

The thought of his mom counting coins and buying only as much tea as she could hit Alex like a 
punch in the gut. He imagined her eating half of one of those chalky biscuits for lunch, saving the other 
for dinner. Hungry, and on her own ... 

“Ow!” he said, slapping down hard at his neck. 

“Yes,” said Todtman. “Sand flies. Nasty little beasts — and maybe worse. I think it’s time for that 
insect repellant.” 

And maybe worse ... Alex was thinking the same thing: Could these flies be spies, too? Alex 
removed the spray can from his pack, and Ren plucked it from his hands. 

“This looks like it’s from World War Two,” she said, scrutinizing the peeling label on the 


unpainted steel can. “Half the ingredients are probably banned in the US.” 

But they took turns spraying themselves. Alex coated his arms and neck and Ren applied it in 
small puffs, like perfume. Todtman, who had long sleeves, coated his hands and face. 

They resumed their search, heading away from the center of town. 

“PI try my amulet again,” said Alex, reaching up and pulling it out from underneath his shirt. He 
stopped, closed his eyes, and grasped the scarab. The night before he’d sensed a diffuse signal spread 
across the landscape — death magic everywhere. But something had changed. Alex suddenly felt like 
he was holding a baked potato fresh from the oven. The sensitive flesh of his palm sizzled, and his 
vision lit up from the inside in red and orange and gold. 

He gasped and dropped the scalding scarab. 

He opened his eyes. Color still swirled at the edges of his vision as he looked down at his palm. 
No physical burns or blisters that he could see. 

“What is it?” said Ren, clearly picking up the shock and pain in his expression. 

Alex looked at his best friend, who was wreathed in stars. 

“Tt’s the Lost Spells,” he managed. “They’re here.” 

“Did you get a direction?” said Todtman. 

Alex looked at him, his vision just now beginning to clear, and answered as best he could. 

“No — I couldn’t tell. It was too intense. But they’re close,” he said. “Very close.” 

“That is good,” said Todtman, “because I think we are about to have company.” 

At first, Alex didn’t understand what he meant, but as the swirling colors subsided, his vision 
continued to shift and buzz. He looked all around. The villagers were gone, hanging back from the 
three visitors. In their place, a sea of flies. Vicious little sand flies buzzed in clouds in the air, and 
every flat surface within twenty feet was dotted with big black flies. 

“Uh-oh,” said Alex, and as he did, a fat black fly darted inside his mouth like a filthy drop of 
midnight. 


Where in the World Is 
Maggie Bauer? 


Alex gagged and spit out the fly. It hit the ground like a wet pellet. 

“We’re in trouble,” he said. “Aff Neb is here.” He wiped his forearm across his mouth, spat again. 

Todtman looked around at the buzzing, crawling swarm. “Yes, or he will be soon. I think they are 
watching us for him. He will be powerful out here among so many ... friends. And I doubt he will be 
alone.” 

The Order had endless firepower. Alex feared Peshwar and their leader — not to mention a small 
army of hired guns — were also nearby. Had they just led an unstoppable force straight to his mom 
and the Spells? 

His head buzzed inside and out. Flies swarmed around him, one biting his neck while another got 
tangled in his hair. He felt angry and frustrated — but not helpless. “Hold on to something,” he said 
through gritted teeth. 

The wind began behind them and rolled toward them through the wide streets of the little village. 
It brought with it a wall of roiling sand. The Fly Lord would be powerful out here, but he wasn’t the 
only one with desert magic. The familiar mantra formed in Alex’s head. The wind that comes before 
the rain ... 

Alex spread his stance wide and let that wind roll over him. Ren grabbed on to the post of a 
nearby fence. Todtman speared his walking stick into the ground and leaned forward into it, forming a 
tripod. 

The flies lacked such options. 

For a few moments, the whipping wind drowned out all sound and the rolling sand cloud blocked 
out the sun. When it passed, the air was clear and the flies were gone. Villagers who had ducked into 
huts and alleyways for shelter began gophering their heads back out for a look. 

“That is better,” said Todtman, coughing up a little sand. “But it won’t hold them for long — nor 
will it delay their master.” 

Alex nodded. “We need to find my mom now.” 


Without another word, both Alex and Todtman turned and looked at Ren. “You must use the ibis,” 
said Todtman. “We don’t have time to argue.” 

But Alex stayed silent. He’d noticed something about Ren lately. She was less hesitant with her 
amulet, less unsure, more ... 

“Ready!” she said, folding her hand around the ibis. 

Ren closed her eyes. 

A moment later, her eyes fluttered open. 

“What did you see?” said Alex, leaning toward her expectantly. 

“Same as last time,” she said. “Nothing at all.” 

Alex kicked the ground hard in frustration. 

“Well, that is no help,” said Todtman, turning away. 

“No, wait,” said Ren. “You’re thinking about it wrong. It doesn’t give answers, just information.” 
She turned to Todtman. “Last time I saw nothing you said it meant the Spells were being hidden or 
protected by some kind of magic.” 

“Yes,” he said. “So?” 

“So, they’re hidden again,” said Ren. She pointed at Alex. “But they weren’t when he tried it last 
time — their signal nearly burned his hand off.” 

“That’s true,” Alex admitted. “That hurt.” 

“Do it again,” said Ren. 

“What? No way!” he said. 

Ren broke into the smallest of smiles and then, imitating Todtman’s accent, she said: “We don’t 
have time to argue.” 

Well, she's got me there, thought Alex. His hand closed around the scarab. He closed his eyes and 
reached out with his senses, steeling himself for the burning pain and shock to come. Instead ... 

“Nothing,” he said. “Just the same little shimmer I got last night. Weak, and all around.” He turned 
toward Todtman. “What does it mean?” 

“The Spells were unprotected, briefly,” he said. “She must have had them out in the open, and now 
she has hidden them again ... Perhaps she has seen the flies, too.” 

“Or the windstorm,” said Alex. “She’d recognize that. This used to be her amulet.” 

“Either way, we know the Spells are nearby, and they have been concealed again,” said Todtman. 

“So she’s here, and she’s watching,” said Alex, suddenly looking all around. 

“Perhaps getting her attention is not the worst thing now,” said Todtman. “We have no more time to 
waste — and nothing left to lose.” 

“But why get her attention?” said Ren. “She’s hiding from us.” 

“Hiding, yes,” said Todtman. “But also protecting the Spells. If there’s a threat to them ...” 

“She’d want to know,” Alex chimed in, picking up the thought. 

“Tell me,” said Todtman. “If you saw your mother — even disguised, covered head to toe — do 


you think you could recognize her?” 

Alex thought about it. He considered the million multifaceted memories that made up their history 
together. He remembered his mom sitting quietly across the kitchen table from him, him half-playing a 
game on the iPad, her half-reading some thick book, how sometimes they’d both look up at each other 
at exactly the same moment — who knows why — smile, and look down again. 

“Yeah,” he said. “I think so.” 

“Good,” said Todtman. “Then we must use the amulets again.” 

“Which one of us?” said Ren. 

Todtman smiled. “All of us, of course.” 
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“On the count of three,” said Todtman. “One, two ...” 

They all reached for their amulets. The Order was on the way, and Alex knew they would not be 
subtle in finding his mom. They would burn this little village to the ground and tear the veils from 
people’s faces. The three Amulet Keepers wouldn’t resort to such tactics, but this was clearly no time 
for half measures. 

“Three!” 

Alex closed his left hand around the scarab. As soon as he felt the ancient energy crackle through 
his veins, he began waving his right hand above him in a little circle, like a cowboy twirling a lasso. 
A whipping, swirling wind kicked up and immediately began picking up the sand that lay all around 
them in the little desert outpost. A whooshing sound filled the streets, and a tall funnel appeared, the 
circular air currents made visible as walls of whirling sand. 

The people on the street turned to look as the sand devil towered ever higher. Others stepped out 
of doors or poked their heads out of windows for a closer look. Sand augers and dust whirls were 
common out here — but not like this. 

“Now, Ren!” called Todtman through the whipping maelstrom that now surrounded them. 

Ren clutched the ibis tighter and thrust her free hand straight upward. 

FWOOP! 

A flash of brilliant white light lit up the sky, reflecting off millions of shiny sand crystals. A 
beautiful wash of splintered white light carried to the very edges of the village. 

Alex heard gasps and shouts from the gathering crowd. More eyes turned to the spectacle, and 
more feet carried them toward it. Finally, Todtman did his part. Alex had seen him use the Watcher to 
control individual minds many times, but now he needed more than that. He squeezed the stone falcon 
tight and shouted: “Watch! Look!” 

The sound of his voice was all but drowned out by the whipping wind, but his psychic cry carried 
across the desert. The few doors that had remained closed were flung open now. Suddenly, even the 


most cautious villager felt the strong desire to see this towering but harmless twister. 

Ren lit it with another flash — FWOOP! — and the ooohs and aahs came from a much larger 
crowd. 

Alex’s head was beginning to pound and his arm was starting to tire. 

“Enough!” called Todtman. 

Alex released the scarab and let his aching arm drop. The column of swirling sand collapsed 
straight down. 

“Ack!” called Ren, covering her head. 

But the wind had stopped so abruptly that most of the sand fell heavily in a circle all around the 
friends, leaving them standing inside a sloping foxhole nearly two feet high. 

“Look quickly!” called Todtman. “She will be at the edges. The Watcher will not hold a mind like 
hers. She will stay no longer than is necessary to identify the threat ...” 

Alex scanned the edge of the crowd furiously. There were scores of people now, the entire 
population of the little village. Most of them stood and pointed and conferred nervously with their 
neighbors. Alex got the distinct impression that they were no strangers to magic out here. He turned in 
a circle. The people closest to him blocked his view of those on the edges of the crowd — many of 
whom were already beginning to leave. The women vexed him in their all-concealing garb. Why can t 
I have thousands of lenses in my eyes like Aff Neb? he wondered desperately. 

The crowd continued to disperse, having already sized up these amulet-bearing newcomers. 

I’m losing my chance, thought Alex. He needed to concentrate and so he ignored the eyes of the 
women, ignored their shoulders and walks and any of the other markers he thought he might be able to 
identify. Instead, he concentrated on just one thing. 

He turned and turned and craned his neck around those who remained. And just when he thought he 
would collapse from dizziness and desperation and one breath held way too long, he saw something. 

“There!” he said as the woman disappeared down a side alley thirty yards away. 

“Where?” called Ren. “Which one?” 

Alex scrambled over the sloping wall of sand in front of him and took off running. He had barely 
gotten a look at her, and that was fine, because there wasn’t much to see. Mostly just a flash of plain 
black abaya, indistinguishable from two dozen others on the street. 

But he had seen something. And as soon as he had, any reservations he’d harbored about finding 
his mom melted away like mist in the desert sun. He picked up speed as he dodged and ducked his 
way through the crowd, scaring people as he ran up behind them, and leaving his friends in the dust. 

An arm reached for him as he ran through the scattering throng, and another, alarmingly, grabbed at 
his amulet. He shouldered through the first and slapped aside the second. He kept his eyes trained on 
the approaching alleyway, not even daring to spare a glare for the would-be thief. 

“Mom!” he called, his eager voice breaking. “Mom!” 

He hit the alleyway too fast and crashed into the far wall before he could turn. He used the impact 


to bounce himself back in the right direction without missing a beat. He was in a narrow space 
between two of the village’s larger buildings, and at the very end of that space, walking briskly, was 
a woman in black. 

Once she reached the end, she could turn in either direction. Then she could find the next alley and 
do the same. As small as the village was, Alex had no doubt that she knew it well enough to escape 
him. 

He looked down to avoid a garbage can lid and when he looked up, the woman was gone. 

Stupid, he thought. So stupid. 

He called out again, desperation dripping from his voice now: “Mom!” 

He had found her and lost her, and now she knew he was on her trail. Now she could escape 
again. He’d traveled thousands of miles, only to fall a few yards short. He called out one final time as 
he neared the end of the alley. And this time there was more than desperation in it. There was 
sadness, the breaking voice of a broken heart. 

And maybe that’s why ... 

Because he expected to find nothing as he reached the end of the alley, but that was not the case. 

A woman stood with her back to him, halfway to the next alley. Her head was covered in black 
cloth, but he knew who it was immediately. 

“Mom?” he said. 

The woman turned and removed her head-covering niqab. 

And for the first time in what felt like a lifetime, Alex Sennefer saw his mom. All his doubts — 
did she still love him, was she mad at him for what he’d cost her — melted away at the simple fact of 
her presence. After weeks of living in tight-chested anxiety, as if at every point he’d taken one breath 
too few, his lungs filled with one long, relieved breath. 

There was a tear carving a dark path through the dust on his mom’s cheek, and it trembled and fell 
as she opened her mouth to speak. “I couldn’t run from you,” she said. “Not anymore. I couldn’t hear 
your voice and run.” 

Alex opened his mouth but nothing came out. 

“How did you know it was me?” she said, giving hima simple prompt, once again making his life 
easier. 

Alex noticed some new gray in her hair, which managed to be both tightly bundled and utterly 
disheveled. Then he looked down and pointed. He didn’t know if his voice would work until it did. 

“I recognized your boots.” 


A Door in the Floor 


It definitely wasn’t the first time Ren turned a corner to find Alex hugging his mom. Back when 
Alex was a sick only-child and Dr. Bauer was a hardworking single mom, they often hugged before 
going their separate ways. Toward the end of his life — his first life — they'd hugged a little longer, 
never quite sure if they’d see each other again. 

Ren gave them their space as they hugged hard, with their eyes closed to the world. She was pretty 
sure they didn’t even realize she was there. They were lost in the reunion and defenseless. And 
suddenly she felt intensely protective of them. Her left hand drifted toward her amulet. She would 
watch the hostile world for them. 

But as she turned one way and then another, she couldn’t help but think of her own parents. She 
remembered her own good-bye hugs at the airport. It felt so long ago now. Too long. Her watchful 
eyes began to brim with tears, and as protective as she felt, she couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit 
jealous, too. 

And so when Todtman pivoted around the corner on the tip of his cane, she didn’t try to stop him. 
She knew him well enough by now to know what he would do. 

The old curator took in the moment at a glance, paused barely half a beat, and said, “Maggie!” 

Dr. Bauer gave her son one more squeeze and closed her eyes a little tighter, as if trying to lock in 
the moment. Then she opened them and looked over her son’s shoulder. 

“Guten Tag, Ernst,” she said, and then, more softly, “Hello, Ren. It’s good to see you.” 

Ren felt her ears get hot — embarrassed to be caught staring — and offered a quick wave. 

“The Order is on its way,” said Todtman, by way of hello. “They may already be here.” 

Maggie sighed heavily and nodded. Then she released her son and looked down at him. Alex 
looked up at her, his arms still held out for a hug that was now over. “Did you do that sand devil?” 
she said, eyeing the scarab that had once been hers. 

Alex nodded. 

She reached down and ruffled his hair, something Ren had seen her do a hundred times. “I knew 


you'd be good with the Returner,” she said. “I’m glad it has kept you safe.” 

“How did you know it would work for me?” said Alex. 

“You got your hands on it once when you were very young — and you blew out the windows in the 
apartment.” 

“Maggie!” Todtman repeated. “Are the Spells unguarded?” 

She looked up at him and nodded. So she does have them, thought Ren. “Yes,” Dr. Bauer said, her 
voice hardening as she spoke. “We need to get them out of here. I’m not ready yet.” 

“Ready for what?” said Ren as they all turned to follow Dr. Bauer down the next alley. 

She didn’t answer. 

Alex rushed to catch up with his mom. “I missed you,” he said, so softly that it was nearly 
drowned out by the steady beat of their footsteps. 

And that she did answer. “Oh, Alex, I so wish you hadn’t found me yet — but I missed you, too. I 
left little signs to let you know I was still thinking about you.” Ren’s mind flashed back to the Valley 
of the Kings, to an old name penciled into a sun-scorched logbook. “Because the truth is, I missed you 
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She led them through the little village, leaving her head uncovered. The time for hiding was over. 


every moment of the day.” 


What they needed now was escape. 

Alex felt a stinging bite on the soft flesh of his neck and slapped down hard. “Oh no,” he said 
before he even saw the flattened sand fly on his palm. The flies were back. 

“What they see, The Order sees,” said Todtman, waving at the buzzing cloud. 

They were approaching a row of three mud-brick huts on the very edge of the village. The walls 
were thick, painted a fading blue, and the heavy wooden shutters were closed. 

“They’ Il see,” said Alex. “I can create some wind. Maybe —” 

“Its okay,” said his mom. “Let them.” 

She pulled open the door of the first hut. “Inside,” she said quickly, before turning to her son. 
“Keep them out, Alex.” 

He nodded and grabbed the scarab. A quick gust scattered their tiny pursuers as the friends — and 
family — piled inside and quickly closed the door. 

“Uh, Mom,” Alex said into the hot, heavy darkness inside. “Do you want it back? Your scarab?” 

A gas lantern sparked to life and the growing flame revealed a quick smile on her face. “Not now, 
honeybear,” she said. “But hurry.” 

Alex had always been embarrassed by his mom’s pet names for him, but right now “honeybear” 
sounded pretty sweet. And then she threw back a dusty old rug that was very nearly the only 
furnishing in the hut. In the light of the lantern, Alex saw a door in the floor. 


“Whats —” began Ren, but Dr. Bauer was already kneeling down and pulling the trapdoor up and 
back. 

“Stay quiet and follow me,” she said. 

Alex heard Todtman throw the steel bolt behind them, locking the heavy wooden door from the 
inside. The next thing Alex knew, he was following his mom down a rusty old ladder into darkness. 
Sandy clay hardened into sandstone as they climbed twelve feet straight down. The ladder ended. 
Alex was surprised to find himself in a tunnel nearly high enough to stand in. Stooping slightly, he 
followed the glow of his mom’s lantern forward. 

He heard Todtman slam the trapdoor behind them. Flecks of sand and clay rained down on Alex’s 
head as the others waddled forward like ducklings in the dark. The tunnel seemed none too stable, but 
Alex felt safer and more at ease than he had in weeks. 

Twenty-odd yards later, they arrived at a second ladder. The second hut, Alex realized. His mom 
ignored this ladder, shimmying around it in the narrow tunnel and continuing on. 

Finally, they reached the third ladder and ascended toward the third and final hut. “How did you 
dig all of this?” he huffed at his mom’s back as they climbed. 

“Most of the work was done a long time ago,” she answered. “These huts were built over an old 
dig site here.” 

“When you were in school?” said Alex. 

“Yes. We left them here as a way to ensure our claim of the site.” 

She threw back the trapdoor above them. By the time Alex climbed out, the room was already 
beginning to glow with the soft light of a larger lantern hanging from the ceiling. 

The others emerged from the ground like desert gophers and Alex began to look around the hut’s 
one shadowy room. There was a desk, a cot, a pitcher of water, an old trunk, and a backpack leaning 
against the wall. He didn’t see the Spells, but he felt them. His heart was racing and his head was 
buzzing. Pinpoints and whirls of light played at the edges of his vision. 

“Is this what it feels like when you drink those huge coffees?” he asked. 

Now and then the swirling lights coalesced into a hieroglyphic symbol. A glowing ankh, the loop- 
topped cross that meant life, formed in front of Alex. It seemed so real that he reached out for it, but 
there was nothing there. 

“What are you doing?” said Ren. 

“You didn’t see that?” 

“See what?” 

“The Lost Spells gave you life,” said his mom, once again kneeling down. “You are reacting to 
them.” 

She opened the lid of the old trunk and took out a square of black leather. Through the swirls, Alex 
recognized it as a briefcase his mom used to bring to work for important meetings. She lifted it free 
and carried it across the room. As she placed it down on the desk and clicked both brass clasps open 


— tik! tik! — Alex felt the sudden need to sit down. He looked around for a chair. There was only 
one, and it was tucked under the desk. 

His mom opened the briefcase and Alex peered inside through a Milky Way’s worth of stars. He 
saw a thin sheet of linen, covered in more hieroglyphs. 

“Are those the Lost Spells?” asked Ren. 

“No,” said Dr. Bauer. “These are the protective spells concealing them. Hiding their signal while I 
... Studied them.” 

“You have been looking for a way to undo the damage,” said Todtman, suddenly understanding. 
“To close the doorways without ...” 

They both turned their eyes to Alex and saw him swaying like a sapling in a windstorm. 

“Yes,” she said. “I have been looking for some way to undo the damage the Spells have caused 
without undoing the magic that healed my son. But now I have run out of time.” She took one more 
look at Alex, whose buzzing brain was able to form only one simple thought: Why does she look so 
sad? 

“Watch him, please,” she said. 

And then she lifted the cloth. 

Alex saw a slice of yellow light spread outward like a slow smile. 

And then he fainted, dead away. 
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Death on the Doorstep 


Alex had seen the pitcher of water in the corner of the room; he just hadn’t expected to end up 
wearing it. 

“Puhh!” he said, spluttering some of the water running down his face. 

He reached up and wiped his eyes clear with his forearm, and there was Ren, towering above him 
holding the dripping pitcher. Towering was not a word normally associated with his vertically 
challenged friend, and that’s when he realized he was on the floor. 

“We have to go,” Ren said apologetically. 

He sat up and looked for his mom, with the sudden panicked thought that maybe he’d dreamed the 
whole thing. But the soreness from his fall told him how real this was, and then he spotted her over by 
the desk. She was carefully folding the linen wrapping back over the Lost Spells in her briefcase. 

A powerful image flashed through his mind: his mom, sitting at that little desk, sipping her favorite 
tea and intensely studying the ancient Spells. Looking for some loophole, some shaded meaning in the 
hieroglyphic writing that would let her thread the needle, closing the doorways she’d opened to the 
afterlife without shutting the door on his own new life. She has always taken care of me, he thought. 

Alex’s mind returned to the here and now, and he noticed a small lump under the symbol-covered 
cloth. He hadn’t seen that the first time. Did she just put something in there with the Spells? He sat 
up higher for a better look, but as he did, she slammed the briefcase closed and turned to him. 

“Are you okay, hun?” she said. “Because we really do have to go.” 

He gave a woozy, bobbleheaded nod. He was okay-ish. 

“Come out now! And bring the Spells!” called an all-too-familiar voice. “You are completely 
surrounded and there will be no escape.” 

Alex stiffened at the sound of Aff Neb’s edgy voice. But the voice wasn’t as loud as he expected: 
clearly shouted, but at a distance. 

“Where are they?” said Alex, rising shakily to his feet. 


Todtman was standing against the wall, peering out a narrow crack in the wooden shutter covering 
the front window. “They have the hut entirely surrounded,” he said. “But it’s the wrong hut.” 

Alex walked over to the window. With the Spells fully covered and the briefcase closed, his 
revving system had settled down somewhat. Todtman stepped aside and Alex peered through the 
crack. 

Aff Neb looked to be about the size of an action figure, standing close to sixty yards away and 
bellowing threats at the first hut — the one they’d exited through the door in the floor. A squad of 
rifle-wielding gunmen surrounded the modest structure, looking like army action figures at this 
distance. Every once in a while, the swarming flies all around them coalesced into a visible pocket of 
blackness in the air before spreading out again and disappearing from view. 

“They won’t wait long,” said Todtman. 

Alex nodded absently. He was assessing the gunmen. 

They had led The Order straight to his mom — and the Spells. They had made the ultimate mistake 
— But maybe if it comes to a fight, he thought, we can win. They had three amulets, and the presence 
of his mom seemed to add to their strength. 

But then a man appeared who changed the math. He walked straight out of the desert heat haze, his 
golden mask glinting in the sun. Alex’s breath caught and he jumped back from the window. 

“The leader is here, too,” he said. 

He said it to no one in particular, but his mom turned suddenly toward him. “Hes here?” she said. 

He stared at her, too surprised to answer. The tone of her voice — familiar, fearful — made it 
seem like she’d met the leader before. But when? Where? He had spent his whole life with her — 
just the two of them — but there was so much about his mom he didn’t know ... 

The leader’s voice stretched across the open desert, sounding like a whisper in Alex’s ears but a 
barked command in his head. “There is something wrong — step aside!” 

The command was meant for the gunmen, but the leader’s presence was so powerful that Alex had 
the urge to step aside himself. He fought it and took one last peek between the shutters. 

There was a thick crunch of wood as the leader splintered the front door with a wave of his hand 
and walked unhindered into the hut. Alex watched as the gunmen streamed inside. He pictured them 
all, rifles pointed at every corner of the empty room. In a moment, they would find the trapdoor. 

A more immediate sound tore his attention from the front window. It was the sound of the shutters 
being thrown open on the back window. 

“We can climb out here,” said his mom, ducking down to stuff the briefcase into her backpack. 
“They will try the second hut next — maybe split their forces and send some down into the tunnel.” 

“We have a car,” said Todtman. “Back in the center of the village.” 

Dr. Bauer shook her head. “I have a truck,” she said. “And it’s closer.” Then she boosted herself 
up and out of the window with the grace of a cat burglar. 

As the friends rushed over to the open window to help boost the old, decidedly graceless German 


out next, Ren turned to Alex. “Uh, your mom kind of kicks butt,” she said. 
Alex didn’t know what to say. He’d always known his mom made a mean grilled cheese, but this? 
“I guess so,” he managed. Then they both knelt down and laced their hands together for Todtman to 
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Ren was too short to boost herself out the window, so Alex was the last one out. He plopped down 


step on. 


onto the sandy ground on the shady side of the little shelter. His mom looked back at him, and once 
again he saw the familiar worry lines crease the corners of her eyes. He didn’t like it. He knew he’d 
given her those lines in the first place. And now she was worried about him again. After all the 
trouble he’d caused. After he’d left his own cousin in a desert cell. After he’d led The Order right to 
her ... 

“Tt’s all my fault,” he whispered to her. “Everything that’s happened, it’s because of me. I put you 
in danger.” His eyes flicked around the huddled group. “I put you all in danger.” 

His mom gave hima sad look. “Oh, hun, don’t.” 

“It’s true,” he said, barely able to look her in the eyes. 

She took his chin in her hand to make him. “No,” she said. “It’s not.” 

When he still wouldn’t meet her eyes, she began to talk, her voice soft and warm. “We all had a 
choice,” she said. “I chose to save you in that hospital room. I knew there was a risk, and I took it. 
The only thing you are responsible for is what you did after you woke up. And you came looking for 
me — to make things right. And that’ — she gave his chin a shake — “that makes me proud.” 

“We had a choice, too,” whispered Ren. “Thats what I was trying to tell you leaving that pit. It’s 
not all your fault — and we’re not all your responsibility. We all had a choice.” 

Alex looked over at her, skeptical. 

“I chose to come halfway around the world,” she said, pointing at her own chest. As clear and 
firm as her statement was, it was her next words that convinced him. Flashing the quickest of grins 
she added: “Since when do I do what you tell me, anyway?” 

Alex crouched in the sand, trying to process it all, replaying the words of the two people he 
trusted most. “We all had a choice,” he said, turning it over in his head. He felt a weight lift, a burden 
ease. “I guess I can live with that.” 

His mom smiled, but just briefly. “Not if we don’t get moving,” she said, reaching over to ruffle 
his hair. “Now let’s go! We should go straight ahead. Stay in the cover of the buildings as long as we 
can. The truck isn’t far.” 

A voice carried across the desert. “Not here!” called the leader. “Check the next one!” 

Alex’s mom stopped to listen to the commanding voice, and for once Alex couldn’t identify the 
look on her face. But as the voice fell silent, her determination returned. “They’re heading for the 


second hut,” she said, rising from her crouch. “Ready to run?” 

Alex took one last look down at the cool, sheltering shade before heading out into the dangers of 
the open desert. But something was wrong. The ground wasn’t shaded gray anymore; it was glowing a 
rosy pink. 

“Don’t go,” came a thin, scratchy voice. “Stay a while.” 

Alex knew who he would find even before he looked up. 

Peshwar. The three-hut shell game had fooled the rest of them, but The Order’s heartless huntress 
had sniffed them out. 

She stood waiting for them ten feet away, gazing out through the eye sockets of the sun-bleached 
lioness skull. In her hand was a shimmering crimson energy dagger. As soon as he saw it, Alex’s 
elbow ached at the memory of its bite. 

Quick as a whip, the hand holding the bloodred dagger shot back and rocketed forward. Alex and 
Ren dove to one side, Todtman and Bauer dropped to the other, and the brutal projectile slammed into 
the wall between them with a loud, crackling explosion. 

Alex felt little chunks of mud brick spray across the back of his shirt, but what worried him more 
was the sound. He knew that would carry much farther — and alert the rest of The Order’s forces. 

As he rolled over and popped to his feet, Alex heard the shouts of men on the move and the 
metallic clicks and shucks of rifles being readied for action. The hunters were on the way. If the 
friends were to escape, if they were to keep the limitless power of the Spells out of the hands of their 
pursuers, it would have to be now. 

We all have a choice, thought Alex, and I choose to fight. 

Alex’s hand closed tightly around the scarab, the beetle’s wings digging into his palm, just a hint 
of the pain and danger to come. He turned to face the lethal lioness. 

Peshwar lowered her hand and another energy dagger formed, spreading downward and crackling 
with power. Like an Old West gunfighter, Alex knew she was faster on the draw than he was. But her 
hand was still down, and his was already on the way up. He pointed his fingers like a spear. 

The concentrated gust shot outward with the power of ten sledgehammers, but this time it was 
Peshwar who ducked nimbly to the side. Her crimson robes fluttered as she tucked and rolled across 
the sand. In an instant she was up — and releasing her dagger! 

It flew not toward Alex, but straight at Todtman. And the old man was not nearly as nimble. 

“No!” shouted Alex. 

Todtman had one hand on his amulet and the other on his broom-handle cane. Too late and too 
slow to duck, he swung the cane like a baseball bat. Germans are not known for their baseball 
prowess, but somehow the awkward swing connected. The wood exploded in his hand. 

Todtman released a sputtering shout of pain — “Aaghkk!” — and went down ina heap. 

Alex couldn’t tell how badly he was hurt — and had no time to ask. He spread his fingers wider to 
make his next gust harder to dodge. But before he released it, he took a quick look to make sure his 


mom and Ren were out of the way. 

And that’s when Ren released another powerful flash of white light. Not looking at her and with 
her eyes shielded by the sockets of her skull mask, Peshwar barely seemed to notice. Alex, on the 
other hand, had been standing in the shade and looking directly at it. 

“Gaah!” he blurted, suddenly blinded. 

And so he only heard the flies descend. 

Millions of them. 

The living, swarming cloud of hard-shelled bodies and beating wings felt as thick and tumultuous 
as breaking waves at the beach. 

Alex knew the stakes now, understood the sort of ancient power and modern malice they faced. 
They were fighting not just for their own lives but for the fate of the world itself. 

And that fight was not going well. 

The insects engulfed him — swarming, biting — and the only sound louder than their buzzing was 
the burning crackle of the approaching energy dagger. 


The Tides of War 


Alex was pushed hard to the ground a moment before the energy dagger arrived, taking another 
chunk out of the wall behind him. He landed facedown, knocking the air from his lungs. He gasped to 
replace it and sucked in sand — but that was still better than a mouthful of flies. He could feel them 
swarming all around. He didn’t even dare open his eyes to see who had saved him. 

The sand flies bit down at the freshly exposed skin on the back of his neck. And the smell was 
almost worse. The energy dagger had bug-zapped a wide swath of them as it passed. The scent of so 
many barbecued bugs made him want to retch. 

The scarab, he thought. At least I can whip up some wind and get rid of these bloodthirsty pests. 

But as he reached up for the amulet, he found nothing. He patted his neck and chest furiously. Oh 
no oh no oh no! He reached around to the back of his bug-ravaged neck. He realized in horror that the 
worst sting he’d felt hadn’t been a sting at all. It had been the raking scrape of the silver chain being 
torn free. 

“Don’t let her use it!” he heard. “Don’t let her put it on!” 

There was a rapid-fire barrage of energy daggers — crackle, crash, boom — and then there was a 
louder sound. 

Much louder. 

KRRAKOOOOM! 

The thunder was so close overhead that it shook Alex’s teeth. Just as he was scrambling to his 
feet, a vicious wind shear knocked him back to the ground. Suddenly, the flies were gone, and the rain 
began to pour down. 

Alex opened his eyes into a downpour. 

Lightning crackled overhead. 

His mom had the scarab back. 

The Order operatives had failed. He looked on in awe as she stood tall between him and his 
attackers. He had managed to summon the wind that came before the rain with the scarab. She had 


brought the rain itself. 

Ren rushed over to him. “Are you okay?” she said through the lashing wind and rain. 

Alex felt the smashed bodies of the bugs he’d managed to swat sliding off of him in the rain. “I 
think so,” he said. “Look!” 

In front of them, Todtman climbed back to his feet. Alex caught a glimpse of his eyes: They had 
changed. They looked like two glittering gems, the eyes of his falcon amulet writ large. 

He stood shoulder to shoulder with Alex’s mom, the wind rippling the back of his white shirt. 

Peshwar and Aff Neb took a look at each other and then a shaky step back. Alex and Ren were 
novice Amulet Keepers, still trying to figure out what the scarab and ibis could do, but in front of 
them stood two Amulet Keepers in full. They seemed to be feeding off of each other’s power, and the 
Egyptian sky roared its approval. 

KRAKOOOOM! 

As a flash of yellow lit the dark clouds overhead, Alex felt a glimmer of hope. The Order 
lieutenants were intimidated, almost transfixed by the display of power, but the spell was broken by a 
half dozen gunmen rushing around the perimeter of the old hut. 

Dr. Bauer turned toward the new threat. The men pointed their rifles but then threw them to the 
ground and dove for cover. Alex hadn’t been holding a chunk of metal, but he felt the sudden 
electrical charge in the air, too. He grabbed Ren and they sheltered against the battered wall. 

This time the lightning hit the open ground near the prone gunmen. They flopped and convulsed 
like fish on a skillet before rolling over and hugging themselves in pain. Sand is a natural insulator, 
but the ground was wet, and even though he was farther from the strike, Alex’s mouth tingled like he’d 
been sucking on a battery. He turned to Ren to find her formerly rain-slick black hair puffed out in all 
directions like an oversized dandelion. 

Aff Neb rushed forward to attack. But before he’d made it three steps, he was attacking himself! 
His fists took turns punching his own head. Alex winced as he saw Aff Neb’s left fist land smack-dab 
in his bulbous right eye. Todtman’s jewel-like eyes gleamed as he guided the beat-down. 

Peshwar tried her luck, flicking her hand down to summon another energy dagger. But almost as 
soon as the glow appeared, the red energy began to flicker and snap in her rain-slick hand. Even with 
the sky as dark as gray wool, Alex could see her eyes behind the sockets of the lioness skull, staring 
unblinking at his mom. 

Ren saw it, too. Standing behind and a little to the left of Alex’s mom, she raised her hand and 
pointed her fingers. Alex looked down and away. 

FWOOOOP! 

The brilliant white light filled the dark day — and Peshwar’s unblinking eyes. 

“Daa!” she spluttered, and as she did, the energy dagger fizzled out in her hand. 

After one more punch to his own jaw, Aff Neb dropped to the ground a few steps in front of his 
soggy, blinded comrade. Twenty yards to the side, the gunmen still writhed in pain as their guns 


sizzled on the wet sand. 

In a matter of minutes, the tides of war had shifted dramatically. Alex pushed himself free of the 
old wall, which was suddenly less brick and more mud, and looked around at a battle that seemed 
won. Joy and relief, strangers to him for so long, began to take hold. 

But not all their enemies were accounted for. 

The leader walked slowly into view. His thick ceremonial robes trailed just a few inches above 
the rain-soaked ground, but his body language gave the distinct impression of being far above it all. In 
the dim light of the storm, his golden vulture mask looked tarnished and fearsome. The iron beak was 
a pure, slick black. Alex’s lungs filled to shout a warning. But before he could, he found himself 
frozen. 

He could only stare at his mom’s back as she and Todtman turned their attention to Peshwar. The 
mighty huntress now looked like a sullen, wet cat, her long-nailed hands held out like claws and her 
robes clinging to her skeletally thin frame. 

Turn around! Alex thought as hard as he could. Behind you! 

In thrall to the leader’s power, he desperately wished he could move — then suddenly, he was 
moving. 

And then he desperately wished he could stop. 

His feet carried him forward. At first his steps were thick and awkward, but he sped up as the 
leader became more accustomed to his newest instrument. Next to him, Ren was doing the same thing. 
Or rather the same thing was being done to her. Alex heard her footfalls in the wet sand. 

No no no! he thought. 

But there was no denying it. They were running directly toward the others. He could feel his 
breathing, mechanical and even, but couldn’t harness it to say even a single word. Look out, Mom, he 
thought. Look out! 

But it wasn’t his thoughts she heard. It was his wet, slapping footsteps. 

Still focused on Peshwar, she risked a quick look back. 

Too late. 

Alex felt his legs sink lower and — NO! — launch him through the air. 

As he flew toward his mom, he felt the leader’s iron grip slip. He did everything he could to 
soften the blow, curling back in on himself in midair, but it was too late. He hit his mom in the 
midsection with a flying body block that knocked her to the ground with a muddy splash. Her hand 
came off the scarab as she reached out instinctively to protect not herself but her son from the impact. 

Todtman saw Ren approaching, but he didn’t understand the threat. “Ren?” he said, the jewel-like 
glow fading from his eyes. Then she launched herself — despite herself — and hit him low. He 
yelped like a kicked dog as she plowed into his bad leg, and they both went down hard. 

The thunder faded and the rain stopped. 

“Tm sorry! Pm sorry! I’m sorry!” said Alex, rolling over. The four of them had fallen into a lumpy 


heap on the ground, and were now turning and twisting as they began to disentangle themselves and sit 
up. He looked over to see if his mom was hurt or mad. “I couldn’t help it!” 

Instead of anger on her face, he saw a flash of confusion give way to a steadier glow. A rosy red 
light washed over her. She reached for the scarab, but stopped halfway as the point of a fresh energy 
dagger extended down almost to her nose. 

“Don’t,” purred Peshwar. 

And as the unnatural clouds pulled apart above them and the strong desert sun shone through, a 
second shadow fell across them. 

The leader surveyed the wreckage wordlessly. 

Alex heard the sound of the trapdoor popping open inside the hut. Almost immediately, the 
remaining gunmen rushed out like ants from a shattered anthill. They pointed their rifles down at the 
fallen Amulet Keepers. 

“The Spells, please,” said the leader, breaking the heavy silence. 

“We don’t have them,” said Todtman, sitting up and seemingly daring the gunmen to shoot. 

The leader looked over. “Who do you think you’ re talking to, Ernst?” he said. 

Ren was on Todtman’s left and Alex caught her eye and mouthed one word: Ernst? 

“I know exactly who I am talking to,” replied Todtman. 

“Then you know you cannot lie to me,” said the leader. He searched Todtman’s face and seemed to 
find something there. He turned toward Dr. Bauer. “The backpack, please.” 

“Mom, don’t!” called Alex, but she was already taking her backpack off, already handing it over. 
He could see the square edges of the briefcase through the nylon. 

One of the gunmen reached down and took the pack. Alex glared at him as he ripped the top open 
and removed the briefcase. “Bring it to me,” said the leader. 

Alex looked around desperately, seeking some means of escape. But they were surrounded by 
enemies. The leader’s eyes gleamed beneath his mask as the gunmen held the case out flat for him to 
open. 

“Are they in there?” came a familiar voice. The smell as much as the tone told Alex that Aff Neb 
was back on his feet and approaching. 

“Yes,” said the leader. “I can feel their power.” 

Alex turned to his mom, ready to follow her lead. Instead, he saw her hand slip down toward her 
pants pocket. 

Pop-pop! 

The leader popped the clasps, and all eyes, even Peshwar’s, shifted to the briefcase. Only Alex 
watched as his mom slid a plastic baggie from her pocket and removed a small black device from 
inside. 

His pulse revved and his head swam as the leader slowly opened the case. But he was determined 
to stay conscious this time. Something was happening. An image flashed through his mind: His mom 


folding the protective linen wrapping back over the Lost Spells, a small lump just visible ... 

The lump was some sort of explosive charge. His mom would destroy the Spells rather than hand 
them over! 

“There’s something in here!” said the leader, alarmed. He pulled back the linen and Alex swayed 
and swooned. If he hadn’t already been sitting in the wet sand, he was pretty sure he would’ ve fallen 
over. But despite the powerful effect of the uncovered Spells, he fought to keep his fluttering eyes 
open. 

His mom raised the little remote. 

Press it, he thought. Press it now! 

But she hesitated. Just for a second. Alex watched as she flexed her thumb without pressing down 
— and then the chance was lost. 

The leader saw it now. He held out one hand, palm up, and the little device tore free from 
Maggie’s grasp and flew to him. He cradled it gently as it arrived, catching it as if it were an egg. A 
moment later, it disappeared into the folds of his dark robes. 

“Take their amulets,” he said. 

Alex watched woozily as Peshwar plucked the scarab from his mom and Aff Neb took Todtman’s 
falcon and Ren’s ibis. Alex bowed his head, helpless and beaten. The leader watched them carefully 
until the amulets were secured. Then he grabbed a small silver box from the briefcase and tossed it 
into the sand. 

“Incendiary device,” he said as it landed with a soft thud. Taking a long, hungry look at the Spells, 
he added, “They’re beautiful.” 

He covered them back up and snapped the case shut. With the Spells once again concealed, Alex’s 
head began to clear. He leaned toward his mom and whispered, “Why didn’t you press it?” 

She dropped her head. “I couldn’ t.” 

“She spent her whole life searching for them,” interrupted the leader, his booming voice seeming 
to mock their whispers. “The greatest find in the history of archaeology. Not an easy thing to destroy.” 

“And instead,” she said, staring down at the sand, “I have destroyed the world.” 

“Don’t be so dramatic, Maggie,” he said. The last word echoed through Alex’s mind like one final 
peal of thunder. Maggie ... Who was this man who knew both Todtman and his mom? “The world 
will not be destroyed in the Final Kingdom. It will be reborn. You, of all people, should understand 
that.” 

Alex’s mom finally looked up at the man who mocked her. “A living death, then, ruled by tyrants.” 

Her tone was so sad and defeated that it tore Alex’s heart in half. “It’s not your fault,” he said to 
her, trying anything to make her feel less miserable. “He made me run into you. I couldn’t help 
myself.” 

Alex’s mom looked over at him, her eyes softening even as the old worry lines deepened. “I 
thought I told you,” she said. “Don’t blame yourself.” 


“No, don’t,” said the leader, continuing to intrude on the conversation. “You did as I wished, but 
then, a boy should obey his father.” 

Alex stared at the man. “What?” he heard Ren say. Alex tore his eyes from the leader and looked 
back to his mom for confirmation. 

“Alex, honey ...” she began, but she didn’t seem to know where to go from there. A moment later, 
the time for talk was over. They were prodded to their feet at gunpoint. Alex felt a rifle barrel digging 
into his back and reluctantly complied. 

A few feet away, he saw Ren help Todtman to his feet. The friends were wet and battered and 
bowed in defeat. 

Alex looked back at the leader, this man who claimed to be his father, this man whose face he’d 
still never seen. This man who’d been ready to sacrifice him in that pit. Alex wondered if he’d kill 
them all now. 

The Order had everything: the amulets and their Keepers; the Lost Spells and their power. The 
Death Walkers would return; the stone warriors would rise. There was no force left in the world that 
could stop them. 

Alex felt the gun barrel dig into his back again. 

He shuffled slowly forward. What else could he do? 
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The Final Kingdom 


By Michael Northrop 


Prologue 


Making mummies is an ancient and grisly business, but business was good once again. The bodies 
lay on low stone tables beneath the timeless sands of Egypt, lit only by flickering torchlight. 

Half a dozen acolytes in ancient dress gathered their implements nervously, the jewels and glass 
beads of their thick collar necklaces glinting, and the light linen of their shendyt kilts shining a pure, 
audacious white. They began with the body on the highest platform. For while all men may be created 
equal, all mummies are not. This body was taller than the others, and broader in the shoulders, with 
skin the color of wet sand, a hawklike nose, and sharp features that seemed determined even in death. 

The acolytes dipped their cloths in a bucket of cool well water, wrung them out, and got to work 
washing the corpse. 

Their hands trembled slightly as they put down their rags and picked up their blades. They were 
nervous as they made the first cuts: Everything had to go perfectly. The blood was drained from the 
man’s body and taken out in buckets. Once that was done, the internal organs were removed, one by 
one. Only the steadiest hands made these cuts. The others busied themselves packing the carefully 
culled pieces into sacred canopic jars for the trip to the afterlife. Only the man’s heart was left in his 
body: the most vital organ, the home of the soul. 

The clay lid clinked into place on the last of the jars. 

The workers washed their hands in the water buckets and then rubbed the body with natron salt to 
preserve and dry it. They packed the hollowed-out frame with still more natron and plugged the skull 
with linen. 

By now, the acolytes’ foreheads and bare chests glowed with sweat. They anointed and sealed the 
body with a thick, sticky resin. They lifted its shoulders from the stone — the broad torso not nearly 
so heavy now, filled only with salt — and wrapped it in strips of fresh linen. 

Finally, they placed a heavy mask on the man’s head, transforming his own sharp features into 


those of an Egyptian vulture. Solid gold, except for the sharp, iron point of the cunning predator’s 
beak. 

The acolytes repeated their grim work with methodical care, and one by one, the bodies were 
transformed. As they neared completion on the fifth, blood-spattered and exhausted, a chorus of 
voices rose in the chamber behind them. Beneath the largest of the torches, a group of three men, 
priests of The Order, chanted words not heard for millennia. They were reading from the Lost Spells 
of the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, legendary incantations of unimaginable power. 

The priests released their final lines with full-throated fervor, then stood winded and wide-eyed in 
the sudden silence, in thrall to the unearthly power they’d felt surging through them. 

The priests watched intently. The acolytes barely dared to blink. 

Had it worked? 

Had the ancient Spells accomplished their dark task? 

These were no idle questions. Far more than a day’s work was at stake here. The figures on these 
slabs had bet their lives on it. They had died for this. 

But they had no intention of staying dead for long. Nor did they intend to remain in these frail 
human forms. There were other forms waiting for them in the afterlife — if they could get there. 
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Prologue 


Making mummies is an ancient and grisly business, but business was good once again. The bodies 
lay on low stone tables beneath the timeless sands of Egypt, lit only by flickering torchlight. 

Half a dozen acolytes in ancient dress gathered their implements nervously, the jewels and glass 
beads of their thick collar necklaces glinting, and the light linen of their shendyt kilts shining a pure, 
audacious white. They began with the body on the highest platform. For while all men may be created 
equal, all mummies are not. This body was taller than the others, and broader in the shoulders, with 
skin the color of wet sand, a hawklike nose, and sharp features that seemed determined even in death. 

The acolytes dipped their cloths in a bucket of cool well water, wrung them out, and got to work 
washing the corpse. 

Their hands trembled slightly as they put down their rags and picked up their blades. They were 
nervous as they made the first cuts: Everything had to go perfectly. The blood was drained from the 
man’s body and taken out in buckets. Once that was done, the internal organs were removed, one by 
one. Only the steadiest hands made these cuts. The others busied themselves packing the carefully 
culled pieces into sacred canopic jars for the trip to the afterlife. Only the man’s heart was left in his 
body: the most vital organ, the home of the soul. 

The clay lid clinked into place on the last of the jars. 

The workers washed their hands in the water buckets and then rubbed the body with natron salt to 
preserve and dry it. They packed the hollowed-out frame with still more natron and plugged the skull 
with linen. 

By now, the acolytes’ foreheads and bare chests glowed with sweat. They anointed and sealed the 
body with a thick, sticky resin. They lifted its shoulders from the stone — the broad torso not nearly 
so heavy now, filled only with salt — and wrapped it in strips of fresh linen. 

Finally, they placed a heavy mask on the man’s head, transforming his own sharp features into 
those of an Egyptian vulture. Solid gold, except for the sharp, iron point of the cunning predator’s 


beak. 

The acolytes repeated their grim work with methodical care, and one by one, the bodies were 
transformed. As they neared completion on the fifth, blood-spattered and exhausted, a chorus of 
voices rose in the chamber behind them. Beneath the largest of the torches, a group of three men, 
priests of The Order, chanted words not heard for millennia. They were reading from the Lost Spells 
of the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, legendary incantations of unimaginable power. 

The priests released their final lines with full-throated fervor, then stood winded and wide-eyed 
in the sudden silence, in thrall to the unearthly power they’d felt surging through them. 

The priests watched intently. The acolytes barely dared to blink. 

Had it worked? 

Had the ancient Spells accomplished their dark task? 

These were no idle questions. Far more than a day’s work was at stake here. The figures on these 
slabs had bet their lives on it. They had died for this. 

But they had no intention of staying dead for long. Nor did they intend to remain in these frail 
human forms. There were other forms waiting for them in the afterlife — if they could get there. 


A World Walled and Dark 


“Ren!” called Alex, and then, softer, “Ren?” 

Nothing. No response, just like the last time — and the hundred times before that. It was clear that 
no one could hear him down here. At least no one who felt like responding. He took one last look out 
the small, square opening in the door and then took his hands off the grimy bars and retreated back 
into the darkness of his cramped cell. 

He sat on his cot, the only furniture in the room, unless you counted the bucket that served as a 
bathroom and the small electric lamp that cast a weak yellow glow on the hard sandstone floor. A 
beam of stronger light from the hall was cut into three even slices by the bars on the door, and Alex 
watched a bug the size of a D battery skitter diagonally across them, like a winning move in tic-tac- 
toe. 

Not totally alone after all, he thought as the insect disappeared into the darkness. 

Alex got up and went to the door again. This time he called out for the person he’d traveled 
halfway across the world to find, whom he’d lost again in the blink of an eye. 

“Mom!” he called. “Mom!” 

He remembered how she had looked, her face overwhelmed with emotion, when his hunt for her 
and the Spells had finally come to an end in that desert village. He remembered the despair on her 
face when they were captured by The Order, the Spells stolen from their grasp. Even though he feared 
the answer, he wondered again: What would the ancient cult do with such awesome power? 

Suddenly, a sound broke through his muddled thoughts: footsteps. It was the guard again. Alex 
walked over and flicked off his lamp, then returned to the door. 

“Stand back from the door, stupid boy,” called the guard in heavily accented English, “or you get 
no food.” 

Alex crouched down beside the door. He was hoping that the guard would open it this time and he 
could catch him by surprise. He flexed his hands, ready for a fight. 


But once again, he was disappointed. 

Flink went the slot in the bottom of the door as it opened. Shhish went the empty tray from the day 
before as it was pulled out into the corridor. SHHUNNKK went the new tray as it slid across the 
floor. In the little slice of light, he saw a single piece of the Egyptian pita bread known as aish 
baladi, a cup, and a handful of dull, shriveled dates. 

The little slot slapped closed again, leaving the tray in darkness. Leaving Alex alone. 

“Wait!” called Alex. “Come back! My bucket needs to be emptied!” 

Which was true — every inch of the small cell stank with its contents. But it was also an excuse, 
one more attempt to get the door to open, to give himself a fighting chance. 

The guard seemed to understand that, too. A laugh, joyless and cruel, rose in the hallway only to 
fade along with the slap of the guard’s sandals. 

Silence. 

Darkness. 

Alex flicked the lamp switch again, but it wouldn’t turn back on. With a sigh, he reached down 
and felt around for the tray. He grabbed the cup and lifted it to his dry, cracked lips. Two big swigs 
later, it was empty. 

He squatted down in the darkness and reached around for the bread. It moved under his hand and 
he let out a screech that would have been embarrassing if there was anyone to hear him. The bug had 
gotten there first. But he needed his strength: He knew he should eat the bread, anyway — the bread 
and probably the bug. 

He split the difference, shaking the bug loose. It landed with a clack on the floor behind him. It 
skittered off, but the silence didn’t return. 

Footsteps. 

Alex held his breath and froze in the darkness by the door. 

Because these footsteps were different. 

They were coming from inside the cell. 


St tS 


“Alex?” said Ren, and then, louder, “Anyone?” 

Nothing, but she wasn’t surprised. Renata Duran was the kind of girl who always considered the 
odds. If no one had answered the first ten times she’d called out, what were the odds someone would 
this time? She decided not to waste any more breath. 

She went back and sat on the edge of her cot, in the soft light of her lamp. 

Before long, a sound echoed through the corridor. She hurried over to the door. Like Alex, Ren 
was twelve years old. Unlike her best friend, the noise didn’t catch her off guard. In fact, she’d been 
waiting for it. 


“Did you bring me soup, like I asked?” she said once the guard sounded close enough. “I have a 
gluten allergy,” she reminded him, even though it wasn’t remotely true. “And problems with fruit, 
too!” 

She heard a loud sigh from out in the corridor. “Step back, stupid girl,” said the guard as he knelt 
down to open the slot at the bottom of the door. “I brought your soup.” 

Ren stepped back as the guard retrieved the previous tray and slid the new one into the cell. It 
held a bowl of dark, lumpy gruel. 

It did not look appetizing, but that wasn’t why she’d asked for it. 

Partly, it was a test. She wanted to see if her captors cared at all about keeping her alive, thus the 
“dangerous” food allergies she’d concocted. And they did. Not in luxury, clearly, but alive. That had 
to mean something, though she had no delusions that it would be good. The last time The Order had 
captured her and her friends, they’d tried to sacrifice them to a Death Walker. 

Ren shuddered, thinking about what she’d learned of the Walkers. They were powerful, evil 
beings who had clung to the edge of the afterlife for centuries, desperately trying to avoid the 
weighing of the heart ceremony, where the old gods judged the spirits of the ancient Egyptian dead. 
Knowing they would fail and be destroyed forever, their souls devoured by Ammit, the Walkers had 
waited for an opportunity to escape. And Alex’s mom had given them that chance when she’d used the 
Lost Spells to save his life back in New York — opening a rift between the worlds in the process. 

Which made Ren think of New York, and her own parents there. She missed them desperately — 
and she definitely missed their clean, bright apartment. 

Which reminded her of the main reason she’d asked for the soup in the first place. 

She knelt down and found the bowl, then held it up to the light from the little window. She slowly 
shoveled a spoonful of the lumpy gunk into her mouth. 

Dis. 

Gus. 

Ting. 

“Bleck!” she said. Still, she licked the spoon clean and held it up to the light. Metal, just like 
she’d hoped. 

She dumped the soup into her bathroom bucket. Then she picked up the bucket’s handle, which 
she’d managed to remove with slow, repeated bending. 

She returned to the door and ran her hand along the side. She felt the heavy plate that guarded the 
lock and desperately wished she still had her ibis. She’d been the last of the group to get an amulet of 
her own — and definitely the last to get a handle on its power. If she had the ancient artifact now, she 
could fill the cell with brilliant light and open the lock with a simple telekinetic click. It might even 
give her a clue what was waiting for her outside. 

But The Order had taken her amulet, along with her phone and her friends. 

So these were her tools: a metal spoon and bucket handle, a wooden soup bowl, a plastic tray, 


and a ceramic cup. 

Once more, she thought of home. 

It wasn’t for sentimental reasons this time. Her dad had worked alongside Alex’s mom at The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, but he wasn’t an Egyptologist like her. He was a senior engineer: a 
mechanical wizard and the museum’s go-to Mr. Fix-It. And he’d taught his daughter a lot. 

Ren went to work. 


Visitors 


Even in the dark, with his heart beating like a drum set, Alex knew who’d come for him. He could 
sense the powerful presence. 

Alex felt the strong urge to say something and confirm his suspicions. But what should he call this 
man? He’d never really known him, and to the extent that he did, it was as his mortal enemy. And yet 
when Alex opened his mouth, all he could think to say was: “Hi, Dad.” 

The word felt explosive and unreal. He had found out just days before that the leader of The 
Order was his father, and there had been no time for explanations after their capture, so he knew no 
more than the bare, brutal fact of it. 

“Hello, Alex,” said the man. 

It was the same voice he’d heard in the desert, but it was louder, bigger. 

“What do you want?” Alex said. He meant it defiantly, but he ended up sounding like a servant 
addressing his master. Though he couldn’t see it, he assumed the leader was wearing the golden 
vulture mask that allowed him to bend people to his will. 

“I want to talk to you,” said the leader. “Now that you understand who I am. We never got to know 
each other, and that is ... a shame.” 

Alex felt the powerful urge to agree with everything the leader said — yes, such a shame — but 
he knew that was the mask’s magic. He fought it. He fought him. “You already talked to me,” he said, 
each word a struggle. “When you tried to sacrifice me in that pit.” 

Alex braced for an angry response, but the leader remained calm. “You are your mother’s son,” he 
said. “I have no doubt about that. And your actions leave no question whose side you’re on. I lost you 
both, years ago.” 

Alex desperately wished he could fill in the blanks on this strange story. His father had lost 
them? Or abandoned them? And for what? His head swirled with hurt pride and unasked questions. 
“You didn’t have to sacrifice me to a —” 


“I don’t have to do anything,” said his father, cutting him off. “I am the leader of this organization, 
and soon of this world and the next. I chose to sacrifice you, and the others. You are my son, but you 
have cast yourself as my enemy — and what is one boy’s life, in the face of the glory to come?” 

The glory to come ... Alex knew he meant the Final Kingdom. Now that the doors between 
worlds were open, The Order planned to use the power of the world of the dead to rule the world of 
the living. 

Still, it wasn’t just one boys life. 

“But I’m your son ... ” he said. Was it possible he wanted this madman to care about him? 

“And you have chosen to be my enemy.” 

Alex knew he was right. He didn’t know why his mom had married a power-hungry madman — or 
a man who became one, anyway — but he knew she hadn’t raised one. “So why am I still alive?” 

“Victory is close,” said the leader. “But until then, you might be useful to me. You and the scarab.” 

“I would never help you,” Alex managed, though challenging the leader’s will felt like swimming 
against a riptide. He desperately wished he had that scarab now, the ancient amulet his mom had left 
for him when she’d first disappeared with the Spells. After a lifetime of being too sick and weak to 
do much of anything, it had given him power. The ability to move objects, to summon powerful winds, 
and activate the spells in the Book of the Dead. It also gave hima radar-like sense for the undead and 
the dark magic that made them. 

And then the thought occurred to him — if the leader wanted to use Alex’s powers with the 
scarab, maybe he had the amulet on him right now. Maybe ... 

The leader let out a little huff of laughter. “It doesn’t matter if you want to help me. You don’t have 
a choice.” 

Alex knew he was right again. The leader had made him tackle his own mom in the last battle. But 
if he could get his scarab back, maybe then he’d have a chance. He stalled for time as he tried to peer 
through the darkness. “So you came to gloat?” 

“I came to express my regrets,” he said. “A useless emotion, really. It changes nothing. And yet 
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But as he spoke, the floor began to shake. A low, ominous rumble emerged from the stone all 
around. Soon, the whole room was shaking. Alex heard a few little chunks of the ceiling clink as they 
fell to the floor. It was another one of the tremors that had rocked the cell over the last few days, but 
this one was stronger. Alex imagined the whole place coming down around him, crushing him like a 
bug. But just as abruptly as it had started, it stopped. 

“Another earthquake,” he gasped. 

“They are coming,” said the leader. 

“Wait, who is coming?” said Alex, but he could already feel that the powerful presence that had 
filled the cell was gone. His father had vanished without a sound — or at least without one his mind- 
bending mask had allowed Alex to hear. 


But a moment later, Alex did hear something. Soft footsteps, coming from the hallway — had the 
leader returned? A hushed voice just outside the door answered his question. “Who’s in there? Alex? 
Todtman? Dr. Bauer?” 

“Ren!” he blurted. “How —” 

“SHHHHHHH!” she hissed. “Hold on a second. I have to try something.” 

He heard a series of metallic clunks and scrapes, followed by a click. 

Light fell across Alex as the big door swung open. 


Tunnel Vision 


Alex blinked in the sudden light and saw Ren holding a bizarre device. A pointy, bent piece of 
metal stuck out of one side of a wooden bowl, while a strip of plastic stuck out of the other, its end 
shredded into a sort of fork. 

“I am so glad to see you!” he said. He considered hugging her out of sheer gratitude, but it wasn’t 
really something they did. Plus, she had that pointy thing in her hand. 
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“Tm glad I found you,” she said, and then stepped forward and, awkwardly, hugged him. He 
hugged her back. 

When they pulled apart, Alex pointed to the device. “Did you open the door with that thing?” 

“Yeah!” she said. “It’s a lot easier from the outside. It took me forever to get under the plate thingy 
from inside my cell. But I finally got the spoon underneath to pry it open a little.” 

“Where'd you get a spoon?” 

Ren produced a slightly mangled spoon from her pocket. She was in the same outfit as the last 
time he’d seen her and looked pretty grubby. “It was for my soup.” 

Alex allowed himself a moment of amazement at his resourceful friend, then blurted, “Wait, where 
was your cell? Is my mom there, too? Is Todtman?” 

Ren shook her head. “I haven’t seen them since they brought us here. This is the first cell I found.” 
She made a big circle with the spoon and added, “This place is big.” 

Alex stepped out of the cell and looked down the tunnel. It curved gradually and had a slight slope 
to it. The ceilings were at least twelve feet high, as if made for some other species entirely. 

“Let’s get out of here,” he said. “We need to find my mom and Todtman.” 

“Okay, we should go this way,” said Ren, pointing farther down the hallway, converting his vague 
wishes into an actual plan. “Because I came from the other direction, and I think mine was the first 
cell in this section.” 

They walked cautiously, sticking close to the walls and heading farther down the slope. Here and 


there, flickering lights buzzed above them. Alex peered through the uneven glow until he spotted 
something up ahead. Two doors, one on each side of the tunnel. One was solid and painted black, but 
the other had a barred window at face height — another cell! 

Forgetting his caution, Alex rushed toward it. My mom could be in there! 

The faintest hint of light escaped from the small window. Alex knew immediately that it came 
from another small electric lamp. Someone was inside. 

“Tt could be anyone,” whispered Ren. “Be careful.” 

Alex put his ear up to the barred window and heard a faint sound, like a cornered animal 
breathing. He peered inside. 

“Who is it?” said Ren. “Do we know them?” 

“Oh yeah,” Alex managed despite his surprise. “Definitely.” 

On the floor of the cell, in between the cot and the lamp, a teenage boy was doing sit-ups. His 
arms were crossed over his chest and his head was just now rising above his raised knees. His eyes 
met Alex’s and froze somewhere between the sit and the up. “Hey, cuz!” he said. 

“Hey, Luke,” said Alex. It was his cousin from home, Luke Bauer, the jock who had been spying 
on them for The Order. The one whose betrayal in the Valley of the Kings had nearly cost them their 
lives. 

“Luke?” said Ren. She shoulder-checked Alex aside and, small for her age, hopped up to get a 
quick glimpse in the window. 

“Hey, Ren,” he said. “We have seriously got to stop meeting like this.” 

Despite the tension of the situation, Alex couldn’t help but smile. The last time they’d seen Luke 
was in a different Order cell, in the lair of a Death Walker. But that Walker had been destroyed, and 
that location was no longer secret. Clearly, the cult was consolidating its holdings here. 

“What do we do?” whispered Ren, keeping her voice low enough so that only Alex could hear. 

Alex knew his answer immediately. The last time, they’d had to leave Luke in his cell, his pale, 
dirty face pressed up to the bars, as they fled from The Order. Alex had regretted it ever since. 

Luke had betrayed them, but he’d also been betrayed by the treacherous cult. His captivity seemed 
proof enough of that, but it was his words last time that had clinched it for Alex. Alex remembered his 
cousin’s desperate cry: They were going to kill my parents. Alex didn’t doubt that The Order would 
make such a threat — or that they’d follow through. In his mind, it was clear: Luke had been lured 
into spying on them by the promise of easy money. Once he realized what bad news The Order really 
was, it was too late. He’d been kept in line by the worst threat imaginable. 

No, Alex would not leave his cousin to rot ina cell a second time. 

“Can you open this lock, too?” he said to Ren. 

“Yeah,” she said, then softer: “But are you sure?” 

He nodded. “I think we can trust him now.” 

Ren shrugged. “Keep an eye on him,” she said. As she knelt down and got to work on the lock, she 


called up: “This doesn’t mean I’m not mad at you!” 

It was way too loud. Almost immediately, there was a muffled exclamation from inside the door 
across the tunnel. 

“Dudes,” hissed Luke, “that’s the guardroom!” 

Alex glared at his cousin’s face. Now you tell us? 

His heart began to hammer in his chest as something toppled over in the room across the way, the 
sound of a man standing up too quickly. “Hurry!” he hissed to Ren. “We need him.” 

Ren seemed to understand. Without their amulets, their only weapon was the two-time New York 
State Junior Olympic gold medalist behind the still-locked door. “Right,” she said. She gave the 
curled piece of metal one final wiggle in the keyhole and then stuck the small piece of flayed plastic 
in beneath it. 

The door flew open across the hall as Ren fished around in the lock. 

The guard rushed straight toward them. Alex threw himself at his legs, but the man easily brushed 
aside the awkward tackle attempt. “Stupid boy,” he said as Alex hit the ground. 

Suddenly, there was a crisp, metallic click. 

Ren dove to the side, and Luke’s door flew open — smacking the lunging guard in the forehead 
just as he was straightening up. 

Luke burst forth, crazy-eyed and ready for a fight. 

But there was no need. The guard stumbled backward, holding his head in both hands, and 
crumpled gracelessly to the floor. 
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“Thanks for the spoon and stuff,” Ren said as they locked the unconscious guard in the cell with his 
own keys. They left the lamp on for him, a small kindness in return for some bad soup. 

They crept across the tunnel toward the open door of the guardroom. Ren kept a close eye on Luke 
as he padded silently beside them in high-tech running sneakers, a dirt-streaked Under Armour top, 
and basketball shorts. In her mind, it was clear: He’d betrayed them again and again, and only 
stopped when he got caught. She kept Alex between her and Luke. If her friend trusted him so much, 
he could be the one to deal with the next betrayal. 

As they approached the door, Alex whispered: “Hopefully there’s a map of the other cells in here, 
or a list of prisoners, or ... something.” 

Hopefully there s not another guard, thought Ren. “Shhh!” she hissed. 

But the guardroom was unguarded now, just a small, simply furnished square. The soup can was 
still open on the counter of the tiny kitchenette, next to a bag of Egyptian bread and a stack of trays 
like the one she’d peeled her lockpick off of. The only thing out of the ordinary was a heavy-looking 
steel door built into the wall. 


The three examined it closely. “I would love to see what’s inside there,” said Alex longingly. 
“Maybe weapons.” Remembering his father’s words, he thought of another possibility. The scarab ... 

Ren eyed the safe. The door was almost as tall as she was, and the lock was as big as her head. 
She tossed the remains of her lockpick kit on the table. ““There’s no way we can crack that thing.” 

“Oh, there’s a way,” said Luke, hooking a thumb over his shoulder. “The guard’s still in my cell. 
Probably awake by now.” 

“Why would he help us?” said Ren. 

Luke smiled — a devilish smile that Ren couldn’t help but be a /ittle charmed by. “Because if his 
bosses find him in there, after he let us escape, he is toast. So toast. Like the super burned kind you 
just have to throw away because —” 

“I got it,” she said. “Toast.” 

“Wait,” said Alex. “You want us to, what, let him go in exchange for the combination?” 

Luke shrugged. “How bad do you want to get in there?” 

“Pretty bad,” Alex admitted. 

He looked over at Ren, and they both nodded. 

“Okay,” she said to Luke. 

He was standing there watching them with that same look on his face. The problem with devilish 
grins, thought Ren, is you can never tell if you’re making a deal with the devil. 


Treasure Beyond Measure 


Alex looked through the bars to find the guard sitting on the cot with his head in his hands. “He’s 
totally awake,” he whispered back to the others. 

But like many guards, this one had excellent hearing. “Because if they find me in here, I am done 
for,” he said into his hands. After a brief pause he added, “Stupid boy.” 

The false bravado didn’t fool any of them. This was a desperate man, and a deal was struck 
quickly. He seemed to like the idea of giving them the combination. “Yes,” he said. “You free me, you 
open it and find what is inside. Then you cause the troubles, and I slip away. Am gone.” 

“Okay, but first you give us the combination, then we let you go,” said Alex. 

The man was silent, considering it. Finally, he looked up at Alex. “Bring to me pen and paper, 
from table,” he said, his face pushed out through the bars. 

“Why the paper?” asked Ren. 

“Because the combination is in hieroglyphs, of course.” 

They grabbed the pen and paper from the guardroom, and a few minutes later he had scrawled a 
string of hieroglyphs — the small symbols the ancient Egyptians used to communicate information. 
The guard’s last words as he scrawled the symbols: “You will want what is inside, yes, but wait a 
little. Then come back with the keys! You are the good ones, yes? The Amulet Keepers?” 

Alex heard the fear in the man’s voice. He wondered what horrible punishment he’d get if he was 
caught. “Sure,” Alex called, as he rushed across the hall. Did he mean it? They were Amulet 
Keepers, not Boy Scouts. 

Back in the guardroom, his hands shook as he began turning the large dial. The others crowded 
around, looking over his shoulders. Two turns to the falcon symbol, one back to the snake, three 
forward to a set of scales, back to a stack of lines. 

KLICK! 

“Sweet!” said Luke. “Open it!” 


Alex began to pull, but Ren stopped him. “Wait a little,” she said, quoting the guard. 

Alex paused a few long seconds. Then he pulled the heavy steel door open. He peered into the 
dim shadowy interior and saw two vaporous, glowing orbs staring back at him. His breath caught as 
he realized they were eyes. 

“What the —” blurted Luke, jumping back. 

“Oh, shoot,” said Ren. “It’s a sheut!”’ 

Alex gave the slightest of nods. It was a sheut, or shadow, a sort of ancient Egyptian ghost, a 
supernatural shell that had lost its self and soul. One of these had nearly drained him of his own life 
one very dark night in Vienna. But this one wasn’t attacking. It was just ... 

“It’s watching you,” whispered Ren, her voice horrified, her small body leaning back and away. 

Not wanting to provoke it, Alex forced himself to stay very still. It seemed to work. The murky 
eyes narrowed. 

“Ts it falling asleep?” whispered Ren. 

Alex nodded slowly. Opening the safe had woken the sleepy spirit, but now its eyes were little 
more than two narrow white lines hanging in the shadows. Alex exhaled and scanned the dim interior 
behind the drowsy apparition. 

He saw something so familiar on a small shelf that the shadows did nothing to obscure it. “The 
scarab!” he blurted. 

Forgetting himself, he lunged for it. 

“No, wait!” said Ren, but Alex had already pushed his hand through the veil of shadows inside the 
safe. 

The spirit eyes popped open. 

Alex’s fingers brushed the scarab, but before his hand could close on it, the shadow rushed forth. 
It hit Alex like an ice-cold wave, and a feeling of profound emptiness made him gasp and fall back to 
the floor. 

Luke backpedaled expertly, like a cornerback dropping into coverage. Alex crab-walked 
awkwardly back, hands and feet underneath him, as Ren tugged unhelpfully on his shoulders. “That’s 
what we were supposed to wait for,” she moaned. “Till it went back to sleep!” 

The sheut rose to its full height in front of the safe, looming above them. A mouth formed 
underneath its milky eyes — a trembling circle of deeper darkness. There was a hissing gasp — a 
quick, deep inhalation — and then: 

ssskkrreeEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE! 

Alex had never heard a scream more piercing or terrible. Still on the floor, he clamped his hands 
over his ears. 

Luke had one index finger jammed into each ear and was shouting, “We have to get out of here!” 

The desolate scream filled Alex with an unspeakable sorrow and he felt tears filling his eyes. The 
sadness was supernatural, he knew, but his fear was very real. The piercing scream would carry 


forever in the echoing stone tunnels. 

They had to get out now, get as far away as possible. Luke already had one foot out the door, and 
Ren wasn’t far behind. But Alex couldn’t bring himself to go — and not just because he was still on 
his butt. His eyes were focused not on the wailing apparition, but on the open safe behind it. 

He took one last deep breath and darted forward. 

“Nooooo!” screamed Ren. 

Alex tried to duck around the sheut, but the ringing in his ears made him disoriented and clumsy. 
Instead, he went right through. He felt as if he’d been painted with ice as he reluctantly removed his 
right hand from his ear. The scream pierced him down to his very soul, but he groped around inside 
the safe, grabbing the first shiny object he saw. 

He stumbled back and looked down. An amulet — Ren’s ibis! 

He held it up and saw her eyes gleam with recognition. He delivered the delicate carving of an 
Egyptian wading bird in an underhand arc. As it descended toward her, she lowered her left hand 
from her ear and plucked the amulet from the air. 

As soon as she had a hold of it, she dropped her right hand and thrust it forward, shouting into the 
horrible noise all around: “Go!” 

A loud FWOOOP cut through the horrid scream as a flash of brilliant white moonlight filled the 
room. 

The ibis was a symbol of Thoth, the Egyptian god of moonlight, writing, and wisdom. He was 
also the one who kept track of where each spirit belonged — so when the light faded, the deathly 
shadow was gone from this world. Alex was pretty sure the screaming had stopped, too, but it was 
hard to tell with his ears ringing like fire alarms. 

He wasted no more time, rushing forward and ransacking the safe. 

He grabbed the scarab, instantly feeling the current of ancient energy flow through him as he threw 
the chain over his head. 

Next to it was a third amulet: Todtman’s falcon, the powerful mind-bending artifact known as the 
Watcher. He grabbed that, as well as a fistful of money from a tall stack of bills and stuffed it all in 
his pocket. 

“Why would they keep the amulets right here, so close to us?” shouted Ren as they rushed out of 
the room and into the hallway. 

“Because they planned to make us use the amulets — for them!” called Alex. 

“Who cares why?” called Luke. “You got your bug back, dude,” he said to Alex. He turned to 
Ren: “And you got your, like, seagull!” 

They all grinned crazily. None of them realized they were shouting. Alex even took a moment to 
step across the hall and unlock the cell door. The guard had done his part, he figured, and posed no 
real danger to them now that they had their amulets. Alex knew time was tight, so he hurried. 

But he didn’t know how tight. 


With his ears ringing, he couldn’t hear the stampede of approaching footsteps. He did wonder, 
briefly, why the guard suddenly refused to leave his cell. 


Deep Trouble 


The friends hustled down the dim corridor, deeper into the earth. Ren shot another look over her 
shoulder, knowing the gentle curve of the tunnel would hide any pursuers until they were right on top 
of them — and nearly ran into a heavy door. The tunnel in front of her had ended. 

“Think we reached the end of the cellblock,” said Luke. 

Ren looked over at him and something occurred to her. He could have taken off running toward 
daylight at any time — definitely when that sheut appeared — but he was still here. She grudgingly 
gave him one point and turned back toward the door. It was bigger than the others and with no barred 
window. If this length of tunnel really was just a cellblock, was another one next? Would they find 
Alex’s mom and Todtman on the other side — or something much worse? 

But Alex was already gripping his scarab. He reached out with the amulet’s energy, probing the 
inside of the lock, pushing against it. The heavy lock turned. 

“Ready?” said Alex. 

Luke nodded and lowered himself into a wide athletic stance, as if there might be a charging 
running back on the other side of the door. 

Ren considered the question. Was she ready? Were they? She took one more quick look back over 
her shoulder — and now she was ready. “Yeek!” she squeaked. Because barreling down the sloped 
tunnel was a menacing menagerie of enemies. 

There were half a dozen of them, some living, some living dead. 
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The first thing Alex noticed was the mummy. Its ragged wrapping betrayed its formidable age, and 
though it dragged one leg slightly, it was still moving at a full run. 
Three guards were on either side of the sprinting corpse, two of them already reaching for the 


pistols at their waists. Uh-oh, thought Alex as he tugged the heavy door open and Ren and Luke 
ducked under his arm and through. 

Alex took one last glimpse and saw two more figures behind the others. The first was a man clad 
all in crimson: bloodred robes and a ruby red headdress. Was he a wizard? A priest? A raspberry? 
Gliding silently beside him was a creature of inky blackness. This one was more than a mere shadow. 
Alex could already feel its deathly chill. 

He quickly ducked inside the door and pulled it closed as the first bullets thunked and pinged into 
the other side. 

He reached for his amulet. The ancient energy surged through him, mixing potently with his fear 
and adrenaline. He found a weak point in the lock — a small gear deep inside — and snapped it off. 
“That ought to hold ’em!” he crowed. 

“I doubt it,” muttered Ren. 

But with his hearing clearing and a thick door blocking their pursuers, Alex was more optimistic. 

Ahead of them was another cellblock, and a familiar face pushed outward between the bars of the 
nearest cell. He recognized the froggy features immediately — the sloping chin, the bulging eyes. 

“TODTMAN!” screamed Ren. 

“Hallo, Ren!” he called in his crisp German accent. But even as he said it, the smile fell from his 
bar-pinched face. “Look out behind you!” 


S++ + 


The friends turned too late. The gliding apparition had come straight through the thick door and was 
swarming over Luke. 

“Aah, get it off!” he shouted. 

Ren grabbed her amulet and felt the ibis’s edges press sharply into her palm. She felt its power 
surge through her, a prickling, electric rush. Then she raised her right hand in a fist and opened it 
suddenly. “Go!” she shouted. 

Once again, a blast of concentrated moonlight brightened the dim tunnel. But this spirit was 
different: bigger and darker and more dangerous. It didn’t vanish. It steamed. Gray vapor hissed 
upward from the inky edges of its frame. Its head spun around, and two glowing eyes focused on Ren. 

“Uh-oh,” she mumbled. 

The ghostly presence released Luke, who fell to the floor clutching his arms to his chest and 
shivering visibly. Then it rushed toward Ren. She heard the click behind her, the creaking arc of a 
door unaccustomed to opening, but she didn’t dare look back. 

Instead, she took a deep breath and opened her fist once more. “Go!” 

FWOOP! 

The thing shimmered and steamed in the second blast of light, and for just a moment it seemed to 


stumble in its stepless movement. But the moment passed and it resumed its swift attack. As Ren 
bumbled backward, the toe of her left boot caught the heel of the right. 

“Guh,” she said as she went down in a heap. 

The spirit shot forward and loomed over her. She felt its lifeless chill. 

And then — Oh no! — a second dark silhouette appeared in front of her, slicing in from the side. 
I’m done for! she thought. Her last thought was of her family, who she missed more than anything. But 
that’s when she realized what she was seeing. 

It wasn’t the front of another spirit. It was the back of Dr. Ernst Todtman in his trademark black 
suit. In his first act as a free man, he had stepped in front of the onrushing menace. The evil presence 
enveloped him, as it had Luke, and for a moment he seemed to be completely eclipsed by it. 

Then it broke apart like a wave hitting a rock. For a moment, it hung shredded in the air around 
him, like a flock of scattered crows. Then it pulled back and began to re-form, the dark patches 
reconnecting like liquid pooling in the air. 

Pushing it all back was the silver chain and falcon amulet hanging loosely from Todtman’s left 
hand. 

“Ready, Ren!” he called. 

She gathered herself and took hold of her own amulet. The spirit had almost entirely re-formed 
now. But as the last few wisps rejoined its hanging frame, Todtman swung his left hand, and the falcon 
amulet sliced the apparition’s head clean off. “Now!” called Todtman. 

The spirit’s head hung in the air like a black balloon; its glowing eyes blinked twice in seeming 
disbelief. Ren aimed her blast right between them. 

FWOOP! 

The floating orb hissed and steamed and then Ren heard the faintest pop! and it was gone. The rest 
of its body fell to the floor and faded into nothingness. 

For a few long seconds, everyone was silent. All Ren could hear was her own labored breathing 
and her own pounding heart. As she began to calm down, she managed a few words: “What was that? 
Another sheut?” 

“No,” said Todtman. “The taxonomy of the Egyptian afterlife is long and complex ... ” Ren smiled 
despite her frayed nerves: Such a Todtman thing to say. “But that was older, more dangerous. A dark 
khu, perhaps.” 

“Felt like a walk-in freezer,” said Luke, rising to his feet, still hugging himself and shivering 
slightly. “But it’s good to see you again, Dr. T.” 

Todtman did a quick double take. Ren wasn’t sure if it was because no one had ever called him 
that before, or because last he’d heard, Luke was a traitor and a spy. 

“He’s okay, I think,” said Ren, offering the firmest endorsement she felt ready for. “Anyway, we 
let him out. And he’s right: It is nice to see you.” 

“Yeah,” agreed Alex. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.” He looked around the little group. 


“Any of you.” 

Todtman was not an overly emotional man, but he flashed a big, froggy smile now. “Well, then,” 
he said, glancing back toward his cell. “There is someone else here I am sure you will be glad to 
see.” 

“Mom?” Alex called, rushing past Todtman into the cell. 


Todtman grabbed his shoulder. “Be careful. She is badly hurt.” 


smm 


Badly hurt? Alex shook Todtman off and darted inside. 

“Alex, honey, is that you?” he heard. 

And there she was, holding her side and just now rising from a cot. “Hi, hun,” she said, her voice 
soft and hesitant. 

Holding her side ... Oh no. 

“Are you okay, Mom?” said Alex. “Are you hurt?” 

The dim light from the hallway filtered in through the door, and the little lamp shone weakly from 
the floor, but her face remained in shadow. Alex stepped forward, his arms already open to hug her. 
Over the last few weeks, he’d lost her and found her and lost her again, and he wouldn’t let it happen 
anymore. 

She put her arm out to block him. “Careful,” she warned. 

Alex stopped short. ““You’re hurt.” 

“Its my ribs,” she said. “Mostly.” 

Alex took the news like a kick to his own ribs. 

“What happened?” asked Ren from the door. 

Dr. Bauer managed a quick, mischievous grin. “What, you think you’re the only ones who can try 
to escape? After they caught me, they threw me back into Todtman’s cell — so that he could take care 
of me.” 

“I tried to tell them, I am a doctor of Egyptology,” said the German ruefully. “I begged them to get 
her a real doctor.” 

Not knowing what else to do, Alex reached out and gently took his mom’s hand. She leaned down 
to wrap him in an awkward one-armed hug. 

Ever the pragmatist, Todtman cut the emotional reunion short. “We have to go now,” he said 
sharply. 

Alex’s mom straightened up and wiped a tear from her eye. “I can walk, but I'll just slow you 
down.” 

Todtman gestured down at his own bad leg, crippled by a scorpion sting in their battle with the 
first Death Walker in New York: “That is my job.” 


For a moment, the two old friends shared the smallest of smiles. Alex was watching them intently 
and smiled when his mom did, a sort of sympathetic reflex. He’d grown up sharing the same small 
apartment with her, their schedules wrapping around each other like vines. Early morning drop-offs 
on the way to work, doctor’s visits scheduled for half-days. They knew each other’s moods and 
expressions the way ship captains know the tides. 

The moment was broken by another sound echoing down the tunnel. It was the cry of a mummy, the 
ragged, rattling product of a time-shriveled tongue. A second hoarse cry rose up to answer the first. 
Their pursuers had broken through and were on the way. 
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The hobbled crew hurried down the hallway as best they could. Dr. Bauer had one arm pressed 
against her injured left side, and Alex, doing his best to support her, pressed against her right. Their 
pursuers were so close that they could see their dim shadows playing at the edge of the curved tunnel, 
a nightmarish mix of stretched and distorted shapes, arms and heads and gun barrels. 

“The tunnel branches off up here!” called Ren, who’d rushed ahead of the others. 

Alex rounded the corner and saw the two passages, like gaping mouths in the earth. Ren was 
standing with her eyes closed, focused on the ibis amulet clutched in her hand, but her feet were 
tapping nervously. The amulet’s main power was information. It gave her images to interpret: scenes 
from the past, present, or future, and she was trying to find out which way led to freedom. 

As Alex watched, her eyes flew open. 

“T can’t get anything clear — it takes time to interpret —” 

But their time was up. Behind them, the twisty shadows and angry shouts were drawing closer. 

“If we’re going to guess, I’d go left,” said his mom. “To the sun.” 

It was a cryptic comment, but her son understood immediately. In ancient Egypt, everything had 
been oriented around the north-flowing Nile. The maps were drawn with south at the top instead of 
the bottom, making the eastern bank on the left and the western bank on the right. For the Egyptians, 
the eastern bank represented the sunlit land of the living. The Order still followed the old ways, 
which meant the friends needed to go left to leave these tombs and find the sun. 

Todtman seemed to understand, too. “Good thinking. Alex, buy us some time,” he called. “They 
must not see which tunnel we take.” 

Alex nodded. As the others hurried to the left, he grasped the scarab. His pulse pounded; his eyes 
focused. The scarab was a symbol of rebirth, but rebirth took many forms in Egypt. Alex extended his 
right hand and whispered: “The wind that comes before the rain.” Instantly, a whipping column of 
wind shot back up the tunnel. Confused shouts rose up, only to be drowned out by the hurricane howl. 
The shadows were beaten back, disappearing from view. 

Alex gave it everything he had. When it was over, he stood gulping down air, the bright, hot cinder 


of a headache just beginning to burn in his skull. He turned to see the others disappearing into the 
shadows fifteen yards down the tunnel. 

Except for one. As Alex turned to hustle after them, he was surprised to find Luke waiting beside 
him. “Let’s go, cuz,” he said. “That won’t hold ’em for long.” 

The boys rushed up the tunnel. The sounds of argument and confusion grew behind them as the 
hunting party debated directions. Soon, the voices faded. 

Silent and fast, the boys raced toward the others. The way was harder here, but they didn’t mind at 
all. 

It was harder because this tunnel had begun sloping ever so slightly upward. 


A Whiff of War 


Alex and Luke quickly caught up with the others, who were waiting at the next fork in the tunnel. It 
split again after that, and the friends relaxed ever so slightly, confident they had lost their pursuers. 
The tunnels continued to slope upward and a hundred yards farther along the group paused to examine 
a tall archway built into the wall. As Todtman ran his fingers across the hieroglyphic symbols cut 
deep into the framing stone, Alex knew exactly what he was looking for. They needed to figure out 
what The Order was doing with the Lost Spells, and ultimately, they needed those Spells back. Their 
power was the only thing that could set things right again. 

Alex turned his eyes to the hieroglyphs and saw one symbol more than any other: the lioness. 
Again and again, the elegant predator was carved into the stone entrance. Sometimes crouched on its 
own and sometimes in the midst of a swirl of other symbols. 

“Its a tomb,” he said. “And I think I know whose.” He remembered all too well the vicious Order 
operative who wore the skull of a lioness as her mask. “See that symbol, the lioness?” 

“Peshwar,” said Luke, spitting the word out bitterly. “I hate that cat lady.” 

“But if this is a tomb,” said Ren, “does that mean she’s dead now?” 

“Perhaps,” said Todtman. “We need to know what The Order is up to now. And there is one way 
to find out ... Pll be right back.” 

He took a step toward the tomb mouth and winced as his weight landed on his injured left leg. 
Alex could tell that all this hobbled running was catching up to Todtman. His limp was worse than 
ever. A few feet away, Alex’s mom was leaning against the wall and holding her side. Alex’s concern 
mixed with guilt. In his tireless quest to find her, he’d led The Order straight to her — and to the 
Spells she’d tried so hard to hide. 

“No, wait,” he said. “Pll go.” 

“We’ll go,” chirped Ren, stepping forward. 

“Me too,” said Luke, but Ren shook her head. 


“No,” she said firmly. “You should stay here and look out for Todtman and Dr. Bauer.” Alex could 
tell she was cutting him out because she still didn’t trust him. But it seemed to work. 

Luke nodded. “Can do,” he said. He didn’t seem particularly disappointed not to be sneaking 
inside yet another dark, creepy tomb. 


+++ 3 


Alex and Ren crept forward. 

A dim passageway gave way to a huge room lit by two iron cauldrons with flames floating on the 
surface of the liquid within. Alex had been in enough tomb chapels to know that this was the outer 
chamber. Through an archway at the far end of the room he could see flickering firelight and shifting 
shadows in the inner chamber. Muffled voices came from within. 

Alex and Ren slunk silently forward. They were in the middle of the floor now: If one of those 
shadows emerged, they would be caught in the open like deer in the headlights. Alex took the lead, as 
they passed between the two flaming cauldrons. He eyed the eerie flames — barely daring to breathe 
— and that’s when it happened. The floor started to move. 

The floor. The walls. The world around them. 

It was another tremor. The room jolted and jerked like a carnival ride, and Alex toppled to the 
side. Ren reached for him but she was too late. 

Desperate to avoid the burning liquid, he put his hand out toward the iron side of the cauldron. He 
winced, anticipating the searing metal burning into his hand. But the iron was cool to the touch. These 
flames burned cold. He pushed himself up. “I’m okay,” he whispered, reminding himself to forget 
everything he knew about the laws of science. It was the laws of magic that ruled down here. 

They moved past the cauldrons, arms out for balance as if they were on a tightrope. A few steps 
later, the room fell still. The talking started up again in the next room. The words were in an ancient 
dialect, and Alex closed his hand around his amulet so that he could understand them. He was close 
enough now to recognize the first voice — and the powerful presence behind it. 

He sucked a short, sharp breath into a chest gone tight with fear. Even at this distance, his father’s 
words had the solemn weight of a judge pronouncing a death sentence. And there was something else 
about them, something outsized and otherworldly. 

He turned back to Ren. Her eyes were round with fear, the whites gone pink in the flickering glow. 
They reached the tall archway and slowly, carefully peered inside. 

Alex’s heart raced. The tomb chapel’s inner chamber was bright with the light of four flaming iron 
pots. Carved lionesses lounged on stone platforms, eyes of bloodred rubies all staring at the ornate 
gold-painted sarcophagus in the room’s center. Intricate paintings and deep-cut hieroglyphs covered 
the walls. The ceiling was high, as the archways and indeed the tunnels themselves had been. And 
now Alex knew why. For inside walls stood two massive figures. 


He’d expected his father to be one of them, and he was half right. The larger of the two had once 
been his dad. The mask, the voice, the presence were all unmistakable. But the figure standing before 
him was more than ten feet tall — higher than a basketball hoop. 

He’d done it. The cult’s plan had worked. His father, whom he had never really known in life, 
was standing before him now in death. Warm bile rose in Alex’s throat, seeking an exit. He 
swallowed hard. 

Ren squeezed his shoulder in support. Alex felt a sudden emptiness inside, as if something big had 
been taken from him. And it had been. Whatever his father had once been, that man was gone now. He 
had left the living world and used the power of the Lost Spells to inhabit a new form: the massive 
statue he’d had made in his own image. Then he’d used that power to escape the afterlife. He had 
become a Death Walker. 

And he wasn’t alone. 

Peshwar, the woman for whom this tomb was built, now stood nearly as tall as the leader and had 
the outsized skull of a lioness perched atop her shoulders. Beneath her crimson robes, her frame was 
almost as skeletal. 

Both Walkers were facing away from the entrance, allowing Alex to peer into the room unnoticed. 
He followed their gaze: They were staring at a large false door. He knew from experience that 
Egyptian tombs contained at least one of these symbolic gateways to the afterlife, just a recessed 
indentation in the stone to serve as the door, and a raised border to form the frame. But he had never 
seen one so large. 

“And what if I cannot find my way?” rasped the creature who had once been Peshwar. 

“You will know,” said the leader. “A path has been cleared and you are our finest tracker. We 
have constructed these portals especially for our purposes. Keep to the borderlands and travel as if to 
Aswan.” 

As Alex watched in breathless horror, he couldn’t help but remember the last time he’d seen these 
two together, during that fateful battle in Minyahur. They’d been humans in masks then; now they were 
monsters. 

He glanced once more at Peshwar’s sarcophagus. Just a relic now, he knew. The body beneath 
that golden lid had been needed only for the trip into the afterlife. It had been abandoned there, like a 
discarded rocket booster falling back to earth. Thanks to the power of the Lost Spells, her spirit, too, 
now resided in one of the massive stone statues he had seen in the desert. 

He looked back at the leader and watched the firelight wash across his avian features. There used 
to be a human face under there, he thought. Maybe it even looked like mine. No more. Now it had 
been transformed by the magic of the Spells into pockmarked bird flesh and a cruelly curved beak. 
All in the name of power. 

“And once I arrive?” asked Peshwar. 

“Prepare the way,” said the leader. “The tremors grow more frequent. The undying army’s arrival 


draws near. I will go to the seat of power and consult the Spells.” 

The stunning words went off like cherry bombs in Alex’s head: the undying army, the seat of 
power, the Spells ... 

“And then our conquest begins in the west,” added Peshwar. 

Conquest. 

The leader nodded. “Yes, where this all started.” 

“Then let it begin.” Peshwar’s tall wraithlike figure stepped toward the false door. As the sun- 
bleached snout of the lioness skull touched the recessed doorway, the painted stone shimmered like 
the surface of a lake. Peshwar stepped forward into the rippling gateway — and disappeared. 

The orange ripples faded and the stone regained its solidity. 

Then the leader turned his huge body and cruel bird eyes toward the doorway. 

But there was no longer anyone to see there. 


+++ + 


Where this all started ... The words echoed in Ren’s head. That’s where The Order’s conquest of the 
world of the living would start, and she didn’t like the sound of that one bit. Because she’d been there 
when it had all started. 

She’d been home, in New York City. Her parents were still there. 

Was Peshwar headed for New York? She needed to know for sure. As she and Alex slipped back 
through the outer chamber, she reached up for her amulet once again. 

This was the trickiest of the ibis’s tricks, and she’d struggled with it in the past. Now she 
reminded herself that it didn’t provide answers, just information. /t’s like extra credit. A bonus: 
Anything it gives you is more than you have now. And the girl known as Plus Ten Ren back at school 
had plenty of experience with extra credit. 

Her pulse racing with the power of the amulet, she began to form the first question in her mind: 
Where — But before she got any further, she was rocked by a wave of images. 

A panicked crowd on the run, with tall buildings burning behind them. 

A horde of ragged figures advancing down a broad street at night. 

Flashing police lights seen through wafting smoke. 

The intensity of it buckled Ren’s knees, and she released the amulet with a gasp as she wobbled 
forward. 

Alex reached out to catch her. “What is it?” he whispered. 

Ren blinked twice, refocusing her vision on the world around her. She noticed that he had plucked 
a jewel-topped staff from the wall of the heavily decorated chamber. She ignored the treasure and 
looked him straight in the eyes. This involved him, too. Because the buildings, the streets, and even 
the police cars: She’d recognized them all. She took another deep breath and tried to calm herself for 


what she had to tell him. 
“It was New York,” she said. “And it was burning.” 


The Road Ahead 


Alex and Ren told the group what they’d seen and heard as they continued up the tunnel. 

Alex heard his mom’s labored breath catch as he told them about the leader. 

“So he’s dead, then,” she said. Even through the pain, her voice sounded far off. He could tell that 
she was asking about the present but remembering the past. 

“Yes and no,” said Todtman, using the jeweled staff Alex had given him like a five-dollar walking 
stick. “He is a Death Walker. The same Spells that allowed the first Walkers to escape have now 
created new ones.” 

But Maggie Bauer had a more human take. “Amir is gone.” 

Amir ... The word ricocheted through Alex’s mind. He had learned his father’s name only in 
death, as if reading it from a tombstone. 

It was too much to process, and there was still so much Alex didn’t know. He wanted answers, 
but he knew this was not the time. His mom needed to save her breath — and he needed to save his 
mom. 

“And Peshwar is going to New York?” Luke asked Ren. “I mean, good riddance, but that cannot 
be good.” 

As Ren eyed the former spy suspiciously, Todtman answered. 

“Not good at all,” he said. “She stepped through a false door, and that can only mean she is 
traveling through the afterlife — just as Ren and Alex did to escape the Valley of the Kings. She left 
the false door in her own tomb to travel to one in New York. In advance of — what did you call it?” 

“An undying army,” said Alex. 

“So wait,” said Ren, something occurring to her. “That false door leads to New York?” 

Alex knew what she was thinking — and how much she missed home. Todtman nixed the idea 
immediately. “The door leads to the afterlife, where there are other doors that lead to other places in 
our world,” he said. “But there is danger there, and you must know the way.” 


“But —” Ren protested. 

“But our work still lies in front of us, here in Egypt,” said Todtman. 

Homesick and stressed, Ren wouldn’t let it go: “But if we could —” 

She was cut off again, but this time the voice was quieter and the tone softer. It was Alex’s mom: 
“If we don’t stop them, there won’t be a New York to go back to. There won’t be any place to go 
back to.” 

Ren looked back at her, stunned. Then her eyes narrowed and she nodded. “Okay,” she said. 

It was just one word, but Alex didn’t doubt the fierce determination behind it. Ren would fight for 
her home. 

Alex would, too. And yet, his feet suddenly felt heavier and his shoulders slumped under the 
weight of it. Up until now, he’d been concentrating on escape, on getting out of this hole they were in 
— literally — and getting his mom to safety. 

But that was just the first step. 

There was only one way to stop The Order now. They needed to recapture the Lost Spells. They 
needed to use their power to close the portals they’d opened, and to stop the Walkers they’d created. 
Ten-foot-tall Death Walkers, burning cities, advancing armies ... It seemed too huge a task for so 
small and battered a crew. But there was something else he knew all too well: that this had all started 
when his mom had used those Spells to save him. 

He lifted his shoulders and thought back to what he’d heard. 

“The leader said he was going to the ‘seat of power’ to consult the Spells,” said Alex, unwilling 
to say his father’s name. 

“The seat of power,” said Todtman. The phrase seemed to mean something to him, and Alex was 
relieved. Back in Peshwar’s tomb, the scarab had allowed him to understand the meaning of the 
words intuitively. But as he was repeating them out loud, he’d felt himself hesitate, unsure whether to 
say “seat of power” or “seat of the soul.” He’d picked the one that made the most sense to him, and he 
was glad it seemed to make sense to the others, too. 

“Do you think he means Cairo?” said Ren. “I mean, that is the capital.” 

“And the site of The Order’s headquarters,” said Todtman. 

“Wait,” said Luke, “isn’t this their headquarters?” 

“This 1s where they build their tombs,” said Todtman. 

Ren clarified: “It’s their dead-quarters.” 

Alex took one last look back at the quiet depths behind them. They were close to the surface now; 
he could feel it. No one was chasing them out, and no one was stopping them from leaving. The Order 
was unthreatened: invulnerable monsters leading ruthless men with limitless resources. They didn’t 
seem to think there was any force left on earth that could stop them. But there was one force that was 
at least willing to try. 

There was sunlight up ahead now, and Cairo beyond that. 


Deathquake 


As the friends scrambled out of the tunnel mouth, the brutal Egyptian heat pounced on them like a 
waiting animal. The afternoon sun bore down with laser-beam intensity; after long, dark days 
underground, no one minded at all. 

“Man, do I need this vitamin D!” crowed Luke, spreading his arms and turning his face toward the 
bright sky. 

Alex eyed the sun-scalded landscape. Worn and weathered stone ruins jutted up from the sand. 
Directly in front of him, a stone foundation was just visible, the building that had once stood atop it 
lost to the ages. All around the phantom foundation, broken columns and shattered stone rose from the 
pale sand, like the bones of some great beast. 

“They’re ruins,” said Alex’s mom, “but I don’t recognize them.” Alex could practically hear her 
mind whirring through a lifetime of scholarship and travel. 

“Nor do I,” said Todtman. “Recently uncovered, I think.” 

“Yes,” agreed Dr. Bauer. “Under the sand for a very long time. And modest.” 

“Definitely not a pharaonic site. A temple?” 

“Maybe, maybe, but nothing fancy.” 

“Certainly not. A temple for commoners, then.” 

The two scholars nodded sagely, and Ren threw in a quick: “That’s what I was thinking!” 

“Yeah, uh, those sound like some real good points,” said Luke. “But maybe we should be looking 
for a parking lot? You know, cars, roads? So we can get out of here?” 

“Yeah,” agreed Ren. “Last time we escaped from one of these thingies, there was a parking lot full 
of cars to steal.” 

Dr. Bauer gave her a surprised look. 

“I mean borrow,” said Ren with a shrug. 

“This complex was bigger. There must be a lot of entrances,” said Alex. 


As the group scanned the broken landscape, the ground beneath them began to shake once more. 
Alex looked over at his mom with wide-open uh-oh eyes. The sand around them began to dance like 
flour tossed in a pan. The other tremors had been quick, beginning to subside almost as soon as they 
started. But this one kept gaining strength. 

As the friends did their best to keep their balance — knees bent, arms out — the stone ruins began 
to faintly groan. A moment later, a nearby column crashed to the ground. 

“I feel like a scrambled egg!” contributed Luke, a half-baked metaphor that somehow proved his 
point. 

Then there was a “Yip!” of pure surprise from Todtman. The German had been knocked to his 
knees and a broad crack was growing in the sand next to him. He began crawling away as best he 
could. But the crack spread, a jagged black opening in the earth that sucked in hundreds of pounds of 
sand as it grew. 

Alex watched in horror as the foundation of the old building began to tip and slide sideways into 
the ground. 

Another jolt knocked Alex and his mom to the ground. Alex felt his body beginning to slide down 
into the sand as it vibrated all around him. His mom was seated on the ground next to him with her 
eyes closed and a grimace of pain on her face as she clutched her side. “Mom!” he shouted. 

Another crack opened up, closer and spreading outward like a slow smile. Alex was terrified it 
would swallow him whole. 

But almost immediately, everything changed. 

It stopped being about what the dancing sand would swallow and became about what it would 
reveal. 

A ragged hand thrust itself out of the ancient earth and into the broad, clear light of day. 

The hand clawed at the edge of the spreading black gap. The hand, and then the forearm, and then 
the elbow appeared and hooked itself over the edge. Falling sand washed over it — catching here and 
there in the time-yellowed linen that wrapped the arm — but still it kept clawing forward. 

Alex was so mesmerized by the sight that he barely noticed the tattered hand breaking through the 
sand right next to him. It was only when the bony fingers hooked the cuff of his jeans that he snapped 
out of it. 

“What the —” he blurted. He shook his leg, but that just made the thing latch on tighter. Alex 
grabbed his leg with both hands and tried to tug it free, but the hand tugged right back, using the 
motion to help pull itself up, a fish that wanted to be caught. 

He dropped his calf and reached for the scarab. As soon as his hand closed around it, he 
sandblasted the mummy’s hand free with a whipping lash of desert wind. 

As he did, a bright white flash lit his vision like a camera flash. Ren’s amulet. 

He risked a quick look over, in case she needed help — and that’s when he saw it. 

He had broken the grip of one hand, but what about the next? And the next? And the thousand after 


that? Because the entire landscape had transformed from one of sand and stone to one of clawing 
hands and grasping arms. 

Soon, the first heads emerged: time-stained linen pulling free, eyeless sockets staring upward at 
the sun, and mouths full of jagged brown teeth spitting sand. 

Mummies. Everywhere. 

The tattered corpses pulled themselves from the earth, grabbing the edges of the old stone blocks, 
the bases of the old columns, and anything else that seemed solid. 

Grabbing anything at all that remained of this commoners’ temple. This mass grave. 

The undying army had arrived. 


Alex pushed his hand down into the shifting sand — nearly shaking hands with an emerging 


Legions of the Dead 


mummy in the process — and struggled to his feet. He took hold of his mom’s wrist. “Ready?” he 
shouted over the rumbling din. 

She nodded, and he leaned back and heaved her to her feet. Her face was stoic and determined 
despite the pain, and that gave Alex strength, too. 

“Here,” he said, holding out the scarab. “It’s yours, and you’re better with it, anyway. Maybe you 
can hold them off.” Alex had seen what his mom could do with the scarab during their last clash with 
The Order, and it was awesome. His mom reached out, but as soon as her hand closed around the 
ancient artifact, her eyes rolled back in her head and she tipped backward toward the shifting sand. 

Alex reached out and grabbed her arm just in time to keep her from falling. Her pulse was racing 
like a drum solo beneath her skin. The supercharged boost the amulet imparted — the pounding pulse 
and surging adrenaline — was too much for his mom’s weakened system. The realization that she was 
hurt even worse than she was letting on hit him like a baseball bat. He reached over and pried the 
scarab from her hand. 

As she recovered from the rush, gasping for breath, Alex hooked his arm around her waist and led 
her forward gently — or as gently as he could in the rumbling tumult all around. After years of her 
taking care of him — worrying over every ache and cough and fall — it was his turn. He kept his grip 
tight and his eyes on the death-torn ground. 

“Which way?” shouted Luke, hustling over to help Todtman to his feet. 

“There!” called Ren, pointing. 

Alex followed her finger and saw sunlight reflecting off a lump of glass and steel in the distance 
— a car! 

They hobbled toward it, not walking as much as continually falling forward. All around them, 
gaps and chasms yawned open in the sand, and leathery hands grabbed at anything solid. Even worse, 


some of the mummies were beginning to pull themselves out of the ground entirely. 

As Alex concentrated on keeping his mom upright, a squat, five-foot human husk turned to stare at 
him through empty, faintly glowing eye sockets. But the mummy made no move toward Alex and his 
mom as they labored past. It just stood in the sun, swaying slightly and dripping sand. 

“How old do you think these are?” he asked his mom, trying to keep her distracted from the pain. 

She assessed the swaying corpse. “Twenty-five hundred years. The first of these mass graves was 
only discovered recently, but they seem to be mostly from the Late Period.” 

Alex remembered when the first of the grave sites had been discovered. It was just a few years 
earlier, right before his shaky health had forced him to start homeschooling — and long before his 
magical recovery. It had been the talk of the Met break room: the discovery of hundreds of thousands 
of mummified bodies. They had no treasure or tombs of their own, just the occasional coin or trinket 
tucked into their wrappings and a big shared hole in the ground. 

The friends weaved their way through the legions of the dead, acres of Egypt’s former middle 
class. 

“Why aren’t they attacking?” called Ren. 

“Give ’em time,” hollered Luke. “They had a rough trip!” 

Alex eyed a wraithlike mummy, its long arms hanging down like willow branches. Js that it? he 
thought. Are they just recharging, like solar cells in the desert sun? 

Sweat ran down his forehead and into his eyes. His shirt was plastered slickly against his back, 
and his left arm ached as he tried to carry as much of his mom’s weight as possible. Her jagged 
breathing gave hima sick, worried feeling that lay on top of his own fear like two feet of mud. 

The glare from the glass washed across his eyes, snapping him back to attention. What he’d hoped 
was a parking lot full of sleek getaway cars was, in fact, a single battered old minivan on a small 
square of cracked pavement. 

Todtman limped straight for the driver’s-side door. Another jolt rocked the ground, extending the 
long cracks in the pavement. Alex crouched down low, but the tremors were subsiding now, the earth 
moving fitfully as it settled. 

The entire landscape between them and the tomb exit was now covered with swaying bodies, like 
a windblown grassland of the dead. Here and there stragglers clawed up from the sand to join them, 
the mummies already on the surface stooping down to haul them free. 

“There must be ten thousand of them,” Alex said, his voice soft with awe. 

“And it’s not over yet,” said his mom, pointing out into the desert where still more of the undead 
were emerging an acre or two at a time. 

“They seem to be waiting for something,” said Todtman. 

He was right. A moment later, the leader — Alex’s father — emerged from the same tomb exit 
they had used. 

The raggedly wrapped and mismatched bodies stopped swaying and began to line up in neat rows. 


“Groups of twenty,” said Ren, counting quickly. 

Even across hundreds of yards and with thousands of mummies between them, the leader’s 
massive frame stood out like a park statue. He raised one mighty hand in the air, and the tattered 
soldiers of the undying army snapped rigidly to attention for their general. 

A cold and exposed feeling swept over Alex: the overwhelming sensation of being watched. He 
couldn’t see his father’s eyes at this distance, but he could definitely feel them. 

Fuhhh-SHOOOOP! 

It was the sound of one hundred dry bodies turning as one. The five units closest to the parking lot 
had simultaneously dug their left heels into the sand and turned crisply toward the gawking friends. 

“I think we should go now,” said Todtman. 

Behind them, one hundred unkillable soldiers rushed forward. 


+++ 3 


Alex helped his mom across the cracked pavement toward the battered minivan. He gripped her tight 
and used all his strength to haul her forward. But her injuries had taken their toll. The toe of her left 
boot caught in a crack as she dragged it heavily over the pavement, and they both went down in a 
heap. 

Alex risked a quick look behind them. The undead were coming. With old bones and dry flesh, 
most of them were running none too fluidly, either. But there was one moving faster than the rest, fired 
forward from their ranks like a missile. Alex wrapped his arms around his mom and tried to haul her 
from the pavement. 

Suddenly, strong arms grabbed him. Alex prepared to be torn limb from limb — but it was Luke. 
He’d come back for them and was now lifting both his cousin and his aunt to their feet. 

“Let’s go” he shouted. “Bauer power!” 

They stumbled up and forward. “Watch out,” said Alex. With his hands supporting his mom, he 
couldn’t grasp his scarab and could only nod at the lone mummy approaching ahead of the pack. 

“I got him,” said Luke. 

Alex looked at him skeptically. Maybe if I can get one hand on the scarab ... 

“Get your mom to the van, man!” shouted Luke. “I said I got this.” 

As Alex turned and hustled his mom toward the minivan, he could already hear the bony slaps of 
the sprinting mummy’s feet against the pavement. 

Todtman and Ren were in the van now, the big side door wide open. “Come on, Mom,” he said. 
“Just a little farther.” 

Her reply was cut off by a hoarse cry from the onrushing mummy, and Alex turned his head back 
just as the sprinting corpse crashed into Luke. “No!” gasped Alex. 

Instead of avoiding the mummy’s grasp, Luke grasped it right back. As he did, he whipped his 


shoulders around and ducked down, using all of the ragged creature’s momentum to toss it over his 
hip. “Aiyah!” he shouted. 

Suddenly, the mummy’s dry old bones were bouncing across the cracked pavement — and Alex 
and his mom were arriving at the minivan. Alex heard the engine start up — coaxed to life by 
Todtman’s amulet — and saw Ren’s hands reach out from the side door to help his mom in. He looked 
back for Luke, who was bending down to pick up something shiny from the asphalt. Behind him, the 
first mummy was already climbing back to its feet — and ninety-nine more were rushing onto the lot. 

“Get over here!” shouted Alex. 

Luke palmed his shiny find and rushed for the door. 

Alex climbed in after his mom as the minivan began rolling. Luke leapt into the open door as the 
lumbering vehicle began a slow turn toward the road. Alex leaned back and did his best to catch his 
cousin as he thumped down inside. 

Ren slammed the door closed and Todtman stomped on the gas. 

He ran over two mummies who’d managed to get in front of them. The van rose up and down on 
its old shock absorbers to a sound track of sickening crunches. But a moment later, they were up to 
full speed and pulling away from the rest of the pack. Todtman wrestled the lumbering vehicle around 
a sharp turn and off the lot. 

Open road stretched out ahead, and the fields of the undead disappeared in the rearview mirror. 
Alex helped his mom settle into the bench seat in the back of the van. 

“Just need to rest a little,” she said. 

“I know,” he said. Her battered body needed to shut down to heal. Sick for almost his whole life, 
he knew all about that. He spied a dusty horseshoe-shaped travel pillow hooked around the armrest 
and handed it to her. She placed it between her injured ribs and the seat. Soon, her eyes fluttered 
closed and her ragged breathing calmed slightly. 

Alex wiped the first trace of a tear from his eye, exhaled, and returned to the first row of seats. He 
watched the road disappear under the minivan’s wheels. There were other cars on the road now, a 
freeway entrance up ahead. They were back in the real world. 

Next stop, “the seat of power,” he thought. Even though The Order members had managed to 
assume their Stone Warrior forms, the Spells could still end all this, could send the undead back to the 
afterlife and shut the doors for good. But he knew the mummies and Walkers weren’t the only ones 
who could be undone by the Spells ... 

He shook his head hard, trying to clear the thought away. Then he turned to his cousin. “Thanks, 
man,” he said. “You really came through back there.” 

Even Ren chimed in. “Yeah, that was pretty cool of you,” she admitted. “That mummy was going 
like a thousand miles an hour.” 

Luke just shrugged. “Judo, yo,” he said. “It’s awesome cross-training.” His attention was on the 
shiny object swinging from a rusty chain in his hand. 


“Is that what you picked up off the pavement?” asked Alex. 

“Yeah,” said Luke, still not taking his eyes off it. “It came flying out of that mummy’s wrapping 
when I hip-tossed him. Pretty cool, right?” 

Alex nodded. He knew that mummies were often buried with amulets and other charms tucked into 
their wrappings. 

This one was in the form of a cheetah, the world’s fastest animal. 


Road Worrier 


Ren watched Luke as he brushed the last crusty bits of sand and clay from the little bronze cat. No 
way it works for him, she thought. She trusted him more after seeing him put his life on the line to 
save Alex and his mom. But she still didn’t see him as Amulet Keeper material. 

“Put it on!” said Alex. 

Luke looked down at it. “What, like man jewelry?” he said. He glanced over at the spot where 
Alex’s scarab hung from its fine silver chain. “No offense.” 

“Whatever,” said Alex. “See if it does anything.” 

Luke stared at him. 

“Well?” said Alex. 

“You tell me,” Luke said. “I just tried to hypnotize you.” 

“Tell me to do something,” said Alex. 

“Flap your arms like a peacock.” 

Alex’s arms stayed by his sides. He looked down at them, one after the other, and said, “Nothing.” 

“Maybe it does something else,” offered Ren. 

Luke squinted at her, as if trying to read the last line of an eye chart. “Not unless you’re 
levitating,” he said. 

Ren looked down. There was no space between her and her seat, not even a spare centimeter. 
“Nope.” 

“Doesn’t work,” he said, sitting back. “P1 tell you what, though.” 

“What?” said Alex. 

“I do feel pretty ... ” He searched for the right word, giving Alex time to blurt out: “You feel 
pretty?” 

Luke jokingly shook his fist at him. “No, I feel pretty, like, stoked. I was pretty tired from all that 
... ” He waved his hand behind them. “That sitting in a cell and then the mummy stuff and everything. 


But as soon as I put it on, I felt totally pumped.” 

“Great,” said Ren. “Your amulet has the power of a large coffee.” 

Luke looked down at it. “Good enough for me,” he said. “Think P1 call it coffee cat.” 

Ren sank back into her seat — and into her thoughts. The coffee cat line had reminded her of Pai, 
the creepy-cute mummy cat who had sacrificed herself to save Ren from an ancient Death Walker in a 
desert pit. Was she really gone for good? she wondered, remembering her little body, battered, bent, 
and limp. She humored herself with the thought that, if cats had nine lives, Pai had seven left. 

Her thoughts shifted to the mission ahead. This was a war now. They’d just seen the army, and its 
first target was New York. Home. She couldn’t let that happen. They had to find the Lost Spells. But 
even if they could, there was a problem. Alex’s mom had gone into hiding with the Spells to try to 
find a way to undo the magic that had saved his life without undoing him. The Death Walkers and their 
army had returned to this world, thanks to the Spells — but so had Alex. Sending them back risked 
sending him back, too. But they’d found his mom before she’d figured out a solution — and led The 
Order right to her. 

Now they were racing toward Cairo, where The Order held the Spells. Trying to recapture them, 
hoping to use them to save her parents, her city, her everything. Everything except her best friend. 

He could be racing toward his grave. 

Ren couldn’t see any good way to reconcile the two problems. The idea of two problems with 
two separate and mutually exclusive solutions made her so uncomfortable that she physically 
squirmed in her torn vinyl seat. She’d faced hard tests before, ones where she had to scrap for partial 
credit — and extra credit — just to salvage a B+. 

But she’d never faced a test that seemed quite so unfair. 

The minivan bumped to a stop. Dr. Bauer groaned and shifted in her seat as Ren leaned forward to 
look out the windshield. Her heart started thumping as she saw a large wooden police barrier with 
armed men standing on either side. One of them stepped around toward Todtman’s window. The guard 
took one look at Todtman’s pale skin and spoke in English. 

“You have been stopped because your vehicle matches one we are looking for,” said the man. 

“Stopped under whose authority?” countered Todtman. 

The man smiled. “The Order’s, of course,” he said, his fingers drumming lightly on the barrel of 
his gun. “We are the only authority now.” 

Ren’s racing heart did a little backflip, but her mind was oddly clear. So the conquest wouldnt 
start in New York, after all, she thought. She had been underground for too long. Up here, the 
conquest was well underway. 

“Out of the vehicle,” said the man, his voice rising, his machine gun pointed at Todtman’s face. 
“All of you,” he barked. “Get out!” 


+++ 3 


Alex woke his mom. ““We’re in trouble,” he said softly. “Again.” 

It seemed like a crime to pry her from the sleep she needed, but it was a crime committed at 
gunpoint. The gun barrel was inches from Todtman’s protruding, slightly frog-like eyes as he slowly 
opened his door. Still, Alex knew their mentor could slide his hand up to his amulet and scramble the 
gunman’s mind like two eggs at a whisk convention. 

The problem was the other three. One of them was coming around now to open the side door of 
the minivan, but the other two remained far apart on either side of the traffic barrier. Their machine 
guns were trained on the vehicle. Alex could take out one of them with a powerful lance of mystic 
wind, no problem. But by the time he could turn his amulet’s power on the second, the bullets would 
be flying, and his mom was defenseless. 

The odds of flooring it and busting through the barricade were no better. You can’t make a high- 
speed escape in a low-speed vehicle. 

Still, as they all reluctantly climbed out of the old beater, Alex’s mom carrying her threadbare 
travel pillow like a kid with a teddy bear, he tried to make eye contact with Todtman. Maybe they 
could coordinate: You get that one, I'll get this one, and then we, um, duck? 

“Your amulets,” said the first guard, his gun barrel dipping from Todtman’s froggy face to his 
avian amulet. “Give them to me.” 

Alex blinked up into the baking Egyptian sun and groaned. His mind raced: It was now or never. 

PAKKA-PAKKA-PAK! 

The second guard rattled off three shots in the air, making Alex jump. 

He fought his racing pulse and slowly slid his hand up toward his scarab. 

“Lift them off only by the chains,” said the first guard. “Touch the amulets and you die.” 

So they knew all about the amulets and their power. Out of the corner of his eye, Alex saw one of 
the guards by the barricade talking low and fast into a cell phone. Alex was sure the man was 
reporting the capture to his bosses, and maybe asking if they should take them prisoner or just gun 
them down on the side of the road. 

“What a bummer,” said Luke, reaching up for his cheetah. “I just got this thing.” 

Alex looked over and saw his cousin’s hand brush the cheetah on the way up — and then he saw 
nothing but a swirl of sand and dust in the sunlight. 

SHOOOMP! 

All of a sudden, Luke was in front of Alex, grabbing the gun from the guard who’d fired the 
warning shots. Alex blinked in disbelief, and in the time it took his eyes to open and close — 
WHOOSH! — Luke was already next to the main guard, smacking him over the head with the butt of 
the other man’s gun. WHUMP! 

Before that one could even fall to the ground, Luke was somehow all the way over by the 
barricade, lowering his shoulder into the first guard there. 7HUDD! The man flew through the air and 
crashed gracelessly to the pavement. 


PAKKA-PAKKA-PAK! 

Oh no! The fourth guard was firing at Luke. 

But Luke was already gone. Seeing only open air, the guard ceased fire and looked around wildly. 
Alex saw Luke before the guard did. His cousin, now standing behind the man, tapped him casually 
on the shoulder. The man swung around — right into a punch that lifted him off his feet. 

As the man fell to the ground unconscious — SHOOOMP! — Luke was back by the others, 
standing next to the door of the minivan and shaking his hand in mild pain. 

“How —” stammered Alex. “How did you —” 

“Don’t know, exactly,” said Luke, “but as soon as I touched the amulet, I just felt, like, 
supercharged.” 

Alex watched as the first guard — the one Luke had only disarmed — ran off down the road. The 
other three were all in various states of beatdown. 

“The amulet must grant some sort of temporary physical augmentation,” mused Todtman. 

“The cheetah was a symbol of both strength and power in dynastic times,” added Alex’s mom. 

“That was AAAWWESOMME!” gushed Alex. 

Luke, still pale from his underground confinement, actually blushed as he looked down at his 
amulet. “Well, I kind of had an unfair advantage,” he admitted. Then he looked up and smiled. “I 
guess you could say I’ma cheata.” 


A Chaotic Capital 


They stayed off the main roads after that. Ren was in the front seat, helping navigate with a 
crumpled old map, and Luke was conked out in back. As impressive as the cheetah amulet had been, 
it seemed to take a physical toll on him. After a few more miles, they pulled into a gas station 
convenience store to get food, gas, and a better map. 

When Alex climbed back into the backseat to bring his mom aspirin and water, he was surprised 
to find her awake again. “You should be resting,” he said. 

“Not right now,” she said, patting the seat next to her. ““There’s something I need to tell you.” 

“What?” said Alex. “Is it your side? Should we try to find a hospital?” 

She shook her head and answered softly. “It’s your father,” she said as the old van pulled back out 
onto the road and headed into the dusk. “You deserve to know.” 

As Todtman switched on the headlights, Ren puzzled out the new map, and Luke ate half their 
food, Alex sat absolutely still and listened to the story of how he came to be. 

“We met in Alexandria,” she said. “We were both young and both in love: with each other, and 
with archaeology.” 

Alex tried to picture the monster he’d met as a young student with a head full of pyramids and 
hieroglyphs. As a grad student in love. 

“We were both so passionate about our work,” his mother continued. Amir, your father ... He was 
obsessed with finding the Lost Spells even then. I searched with him — and when you were born, you 
came, too. But the search took us to dark places, searching every secret and forbidden site we could 
find. These were cursed places no child should have been. I didn’t realize until it was too late the toll 
it was taking — on you, on your health.” 

Alex couldn’t believe it: an entire childhood of pain. Sickness the doctors could never fix. He 
looked up at his mom, but she was staring straight ahead now, into the past. “That’s when you left 
him?” he said, hoping — almost needing — to hear her say yes. 


She shook her head. “That’s when I tried,” she said. “But he had discovered something else. The 
mask. Its power fueled his obsession, turned it into something more like madness. He used the mask’s 
power to control me, to keep me close. It wasn’t until I discovered something of equal power that I 
could break free.” 

“The scarab,” said Alex, touching the amulet. 

His mom nodded. “The scarab. But by then the damage had been done ... Honey, I am so sorry. 
More sorry than you will ever know.” 

But she was wrong. He knew exactly. He looked up at her, and this time he caught a glimpse of her 
blue-gray eyes. For the first time, he truly understood the depth behind them. She’d had a life before 
him, one with triumphs and mistakes of her own. She hadn’t understood the damage those dark places 
were doing to him, but she’d paid the price as much as he had. She’d worried and fretted over him 
every single day since. She’d cared for and eventually saved him — at great cost to her, at great cost 
to everyone. 

My mom didnt know the danger, he thought, but my dad didn t care. He couldn’t find the words 
to say any of this to his mom. Instead, he leaned across the seat and wrapped his arms around her as 
she wrapped hers around him. 


St 1+ 


After hours of driving, a low glow lit the horizon: city lights caught in a suffocating net of heavy 
smog. 

Cairo. 

“Mom, look,” he whispered. But she was resting again, her eyes closed, her breathing shallow — 
and this was no longer the Cairo she had told him about. When he was a kid, she’d made the crazy 
traffic, wild outside bazaars, and winding side alleys sound like a loud vibrant adventure. No more. 
This was a haunted city now, the death-shrouded capital of a country in crisis. 

He felt the fear building inside him as they reached the edge of the city and drove toward. The 
Order’s headquarters on the other side of the capital. Alex stared out at the dark streets as the 
unflappable German drove steadily onward. Alex could already see an open fire burning a few 
blocks away, flickering flames illuminating a plume of rising smoke. Most of the streetlights were 
burned out or broken. Todtman slowed down to steer around a car abandoned in the middle of the 
road. As soon as they cleared it, a pack of stray dogs met them on the other side, barking fiercely. 
Todtman stepped on the gas, and the mangy mongrels began to chase them, an interchangeable mass of 
matted fur and snapping teeth. 

They lost the dogs and passed the fire, but soon the four-lane road narrowed. Stacked sandbags 
funneled them into a single lane at the center. Todtman slowed the minivan again, and they all eyed the 
checkpoint nervously. But there were no armed men this time. No men at all. 


It creeped Alex out: Eight million people lived in this city — or used to — and so far they hadn’t 
seen a single soul. 

The van rolled slowly through the gap and was suddenly buffeted with bumps and barks and 
scratches. The dogs had chased them down. Alex looked to his right and saw a large black mutt just 
below him. It leapt up, scratching at the window. Specks of foamy drool dotted the safety glass as the 
dog snapped off a quick, hoarse bark. 

Todtman cleared the opening and floored it. 

The dogs disappeared again into the smoky night. 

“Man,” said Luke. “Those were some hungry dogs.” 

“Not hungry,” said Ren. “Rabid.” 

Alex nervously eyed the gobs of virulent drool on the other side of his window as the hot wind 
outside stretched and dried them. 

As they drove deeper into the city, houses and apartment buildings shouldered up from the 
sidewalks on either side, and Alex was relieved to see the occasional sliver of light slipping through 
closed blinds. 

“Where is everybody?” said Ren. 

“There’s someone!” said Luke, leaning between the seats and pointing. Alex turned and saw a 
shadowy figure making slow progress across the street. Todtman took his foot of the gas and slowed 
down as they approached. But as the minivan rolled slowly forward, its headlights hit the figure — 
and lit its tattered linen. 

The mummy swung around and gaped at them, faintly glowing reddish orbs where its eyes should 
have been. Releasing a ragged, wordless scream, it charged straight at the van’s dented hood. 

“Gott im Himmel, ” mumbled Todtman as he stomped the gas and swung the wheel. 

The minivan sideswiped the charging mummy as it swerved past — one lumbering old heap 
striking another — sending the tightly wrapped corpse bouncing up onto the curb. 

Alex swung his head around and saw the creature already pushing itself to its feet and setting off 
after them. Just behind him, he saw the crazed dogs appear at a full run one streetlight back. 

There was a loud screech of metal on metal as Todtman rammed the minivan between two more 
abandoned cars, one in each lane. Alex saw his mom wake up and look around, and he climbed one 
row back to sit next to her. 

“It might be better to travel at night,” she said to him. “When Cairo seems too dangerous even for 
The Order.” 

Alex nodded and craned his neck to check the time on the dashboard clock: 71:58 p.m. The 
problem, of course, was that a city dangerous for The Order was infinitely more dangerous for 
everyone else. As the clock flicked to 11:59, Ren called out from the front seat: “What is that up 
there?” 

Alex looked where she was pointing and saw a shifting shape on the roof of a low-slung industrial 


complex, outlined against the moon. At first, he couldn’t tell what it was. The image kept shifting. 
Pieces tore off it and flitted away as other fragments dove in to rejoin it. But as they passed directly 
underneath, he got a better look. 

The shape was that of a large man. 

And the pieces tearing free and diving back looked like oversized wasps, purple-black in the 
moonlight. They grew larger and more defined the farther they flew, but up close they were small. 
Small and shifting and numerous: hundreds, maybe thousands, of shadowy swarming shapes. 

His mom spoke beside him. Her words were so soft that he barely heard them over the rumble of 
the van. But he didn’t really need to. He was thinking the same thing. 

“Death Walker.” 

Todtman punched the gas and accelerated out of sight of the grim figure, but the image of 
swarming evil stayed in Alex’s mind as the old van wound deeper into the city’s desolate warehouse 
district. 


Gone 


Stiff from the long trip and in various states of injury and exhaustion, the crew crept along the 
moonlit street like a determined intensive care unit. The Order’s secret headquarters was the last 
looming structure in a row of dark, deserted warehouses. 

“We’re here,” whispered Todtman. 

“Cool,” said Alex, looking up at the blank black windows. “Should we have, like, a plan?” 

“We will catch them off guard and move quickly,” said Todtman, but he said it while hobbling 
along with the speed and grace of a three-legged turtle. ““We know the Spells are in ‘the seat of 
power.’ The last thing they will expect is for us to come straight to them in the middle of the night.” 

“Yeah, don’t sweat it, cuz,” added Luke. “I got your back.” 

Alex looked over at him. Maybe the plan was crazy enough to work: While The Order probably 
thought they were fleeing for their lives, they’d rush in and grab the Spells. And with Luke’s cheetah, 
they had more firepower than ever. Maybe they had a chance. 

As they approached a small side door, Alex pulled his scarab out from under his collar and felt its 
reassuring weight in his hand. The weight in his other arm was less reassuring. It would be hard to 
fight while helping his mom stay on her feet. 

They reached the door. 

“Unguarded,” said Ren. 

“Seemingly unguarded,” cautioned Todtman. 

But Alex barely heard them. Now that he believed they could succeed, he’d finally asked himself 
a more complex question: What if they did? In a cell or on the run, it had been easy enough to 
concentrate on escape. But what if the Lost Spells really were in there? The plan was to use them to 
close the rift between the worlds of the living and the worlds of the dead — to undo the damage that 
had been done when that doorway had been opened to save his life. The risk — the one no one 
seemed willing to talk about — was that it would undo him, too. 


Alex heard a click as Todtman used his amulet to unlock the door. “Okay,” said the scholar. 
“Carefully now.” 

Todtman pushed open the door, and Luke ducked inside for a look, but Alex could barely focus on 
the danger ahead of them. His mind was churning. Back when they were still searching for his mom, 
he’d blamed himself for all the trouble his second shot at life had caused, and he’d been ready to 
sacrifice himself to make it right. 

But finding his mom had changed things, and the story she’d just told him had changed them more. 
He’d chewed over those words in the dark: His father’s obsessive search for the Spells was the 
reason he’d been sick in the first place. The wheels of all this had been set in motion before he could 
even walk. 

And if all that was true, he wasn’t the cause of all this trouble. He was the first victim. 

Alex wondered, deep down, if maybe he had sacrificed enough. If maybe there was another way. 
The Spells were so powerful, after all. How close had his mom been to puzzling out a solution with 
them? Maybe — 

“All clear,” said Luke, pulling his head back out the dark gap of the open door. 

The group slipped inside. Weak moonlight shone gauzily into the huge, hangar-like space from 
rows of dirty windows twenty feet up. The friends stood silently as their eyes adjusted to the dim 
light. 

“Nothing,” whispered Ren. “It’s empty.” 

Todtman knelt down and rubbed the floor with one finger. “Stone dust,” he said. “This is where 
they carved the statues that they now inhabit. I saw the blocks the last time I was here.” 

Alex felt his mom’s weight sink down against his arm and shoulder as she relaxed a little and let 
out a long, jagged breath. He pushed the toe of one boot along the concrete floor and felt the stony 
grit. So this was where The Order had begun turning themselves into ten-foot-tall monsters. 

“There are doors in the back there,” said Luke. 

Alex stared where he pointed, but all he saw was blackness. 

“Are you sure?” he said. 

“Totally,” said Luke, and as he turned toward him, Alex saw that his eyes were glowing a soft 
green. Just like a cheetah’s. 

“Can you see in the dark?” asked Alex. 

“I guess so.” 

Alex tried to stay quiet as they crept across the floor, but supporting his mom was hard work, and 
his huffing breath echoed through the cavernous space, mixing with the soft plinks of Todtman’s staff. 

As they got closer, he saw three doors. The first one was the heaviest, and it seemed to have been 
blown out from the inside. The heavy steel bar that had once secured it lay bent almost in half on the 
floor nearby. 

Alex saw nothing but blackness inside and stepped aside for Luke to take a look with his cat eyes. 


“Anything?” 

“Nuh-uh,” said Luke. “It’s like a vault or something. No windows, no nothing.” 

And the other two rooms were just abandoned offices. Alex heard Ren take a corner too tightly in 
the dark and slam her shin into the side of a desk. 

“Ow!” she huffed, and then: “This is ridiculous!” 

She took three quick strides over to the wall. “No, Ren, don’t!” hissed Todtman, but it was too 
late. 

She flicked on the lights. 

Alex stood blinking in the sudden brightness. When the stars and swirls cleared away, he saw 
everything there was to see. It wasn’t much. 

“Empty,” said Ren. “This whole place has been cleared out.” 

Alex’s mom settled into an office chair as the others searched around for hidden doorways, 
passages leading down, anything at all. They even used their amulets to probe the walls and floors. 
After half an hour, Todtman called a halt to it. 

“Nothing,” he agreed. “Whatever was in here is gone.” 

They returned to the main room and looked around the modest old warehouse under the weak 
electric light. 

“This isn’t the seat of power anymore, is it?” said Alex. 

Todtman smacked the floor angrily with his scuffed staff. “I don’t think it ever was.” 

The Amulet Keepers were quiet for a few moments, and then they heard the banging on the 
corrugated steel walls of the warehouse. Something was outside — or some things. 

Todtman looked up at the old fixtures above them. “The lights have attracted attention,” he said. 
“We should leave.” 

“But where are we going?” asked Ren as they hustled toward the same door they’d come in. 

“To see an old friend,” said Todtman. “If he is still alive.” 


A 


A Night at the Museum 


“There it is,” said Alex’s mom as a familiar red edifice rose up in front of them. 

The battered old minivan had made it back to the city’s center. It had even started on the first try 
— a good thing since there’d been a dozen glowing red eyes approaching its rearview mirror at the 
time. 

A massive brick building loomed above the electric haze of Tahrir Square. Once again, they had 
returned to the mighty Egyptian Museum. 

They parked the stalwart van on a side street and made their way to the museum’s massive front 
doors. No alarm sounded as Alex used the scarab to unlock the heavy double doors. He took one last 
look behind them as they slipped inside, to see if they’d been followed. All he saw were shifting 
shadows and dancing moonlight in the eerily empty square. 

Inside, the legendary museum was lit only by dim lights from a few display cases and red exit 
signs. Scattered around these deep shadows, he knew, were some 120,000 exhibits. What Alex didn’t 
see were any people, or any signs of recent activity at all. Once teeming with a daily army of tourists, 
the place now felt like an especially epic, million-square-foot attic. 

Moving through the first room, Alex’s mom had stepped free of his supporting arm, as if the 
building itself had given her strength. Alex used his suddenly free hand to trace a finger across a glass 
display case, drawing a track in the thin layer of dust. 

“Tm afraid I’ve let the place go a bit,” came a voice. “But we get very few visitors these days.” 

Alex’s heart skipped a beat or three as the words echoed through the hall. But the voice was 
familiar, and so was the man stepping out of the shadows along the far wall. 

Dr. Hesaan — he never had told them his first name — bowed slightly. As surprised as they were 
by his sudden appearance, he seemed equally surprised to see the new addition to their party. “Dr. 
Bauer,” he said. “It is good to see you ... ” He trailed off before adding “alive.” 

She managed a quick smile. “You know I can’t stay away from this place.” 


Alex was relieved to not hear quite as much ragged raspiness in her voice this time — and 
reassured by her friendly rapport with the man. The last time they’d seen the old curator, he’d been 
attempting to guard the closed museum with only a cricket bat. 

“Where’s your bat?” asked Alex. 

“I don’t have much use for it anymore,” Hesaan said, shrugging slightly. “Only a lunatic would 
break in. This museum, like the rest of the city, is now run by The Order.” 

The friends bristled visibly. 

“Relax,” said Hesaan. “I hate them just as much as you do.” 

“But you work for them,” said Ren skeptically. 

Another shrug. “I work for the museum. I take care of it, as I always have. They simply allow me 
to.” 

“Why would they do that?” said Ren, still not convinced. “The last time I saw you, you were 
charging at them with your cricket bat.” 

“They allow it because I am the most qualified,” he said. “I am the most familiar with this old 
building — and this much older collection — and its various needs.” 

Ren signaled she had another question by raising her right hand slightly, but Hesaan kept going. 
“You have to understand, for you this is a museum: old artifacts and old altars to old gods. To The 
Order, it is their religion.” 

Alex looked over at his mom to see what she thought of that. When she nodded in understanding, 
he did, too. The arrangement seemed clear enough. It was an uneasy truce between enemies, carved 
out over a small piece of common ground. 

“We each have our part to play in this, my old friend,” said Todtman to Hesaan. “And I am hoping 
you might be able to help us find some answers.” 

“I will do my best,” said Hesaan. He stepped toward Todtman and exchanged the sort of quick, 
awkward hug at which academics have always excelled. “But first, it is late. Let me find you 
someplace to stay, something to eat. As you can see, I have plenty of extra space.” He raised his voice 
slightly on the final word, and Alex heard it echo through the lacquered wood and polished marble of 
the empty museum: space-ace-ace. 


sm 


Ren balled up her fist again, not to release a flash of spirit-zapping light this time, but to release ... 
what? She was matched off with Luke in a game of rock-paper-scissors. At stake was the third-best 
sleeping spot in the old employee lounge where they were spending the night. Dr. Bauer and Todtman 
were the obvious choices for the two couches, and now Ren had her eye on the large woolen rug 
between them. She’d already defeated Alex, three to two. So far Luke had thrown two straight papers, 
and she’d cut through them with back-to-back scissors. Now she eyed her opponent carefully. He 


wouldn t throw the same thing again ... would he? 

“One, two,” counted Alex. Ren and Luke drew back their hands. “Three!” 

Ren threw her hand out, first two fingers V’d into scissors. She looked over at Luke’s hand, 
spread out flat: paper. She smiled. Of course he would. 

“I thought it had to win sooner or later,” muttered Luke, shaking his head. 

But there was one last item of business before the group could get some much-needed sleep. A 
few minutes later, all drowsy eyes were on Ren once again. She took a deep breath and raised her 
hand toward her amulet. 

“Ask it where the Lost Spells are,” said Alex. 

It had never answered that particular question in the past, and the look she shot him said: Why 
would it start now? 

Todtman volunteered an alternative: “Ask it where the seat of power 1s.” 

The ibis was an ancient amulet, not Google, and as Ren’s hand hovered over the pale stone, she 
told herself all the things that had helped her get a handle on its power. It didn’t offer answers, she 
reminded herself. It only gave her information: scenes from the past or present, possibilities for the 
future. And whatever it gave her was more than she had now. Extra credit. She formed the familiar, 
comforting words in her head. 

Then she closed her eyes and wrapped her hand around the cool stone. She tried to think the 
words of Todtman’s question as clearly as possible: Where is the seat — But before she could finish, 
another question popped into her head, fully formed and all but screaming for an answer: Are my 
parents okay? 

She’d already tried to call home from Hesaan’s office phone, but the line had been as dead as the 
museum’s remaining mummies. Now, though, her ibis offered an open line. An image flashed through 
her mind’s eye. The door of their apartment, seen from the inside, with the chain latched and one of 
the good chairs from the living room table wedged under the doorknob. 

As the scene unfolded the door began to shake, the chain rattled, and the chair wobbled. 
Something was outside the apartment, not knocking on the door but beating on it. 

Ren gasped and opened her eyes. Her amulet fell from her hand. 

“What did it show you?” said Todtman. 

Ren shook her head. 

“What?” he insisted. 

She looked up at him, blinking away the tears that were just now beginning to appear. “Home,” 
she said. “It showed me home.” 

Todtman looked at her sternly, but Alex’s mom cut in before he could respond. “We’re all tired,” 
she said softly. “We’ll try again in the morning. Okay, Ren?” 

Ren nodded. She was tired: desperately, eye-flutteringly tired after their marathon day. But she 
also knew how important this was. The world was going up in flames, and they were at a standstill. 


She would try her best in the morning. She would focus hard and ask the question out loud. Still, she 
didn’t hold out much hope. “It doesn’t matter what I ask it,” she said softly. “The ibis is in my head. It 
knows what I want to know.” 

She stretched out on the heavy rug, her body surrendering to her exhaustion even as her mind 
continued to pick at what she’d just seen — Was it the present, or a future they could still prevent? 

She heard Dr. Bauer shift on the couch above her and looked up to find her looking down. “We are 
all worried about home,” she whispered. “We will fix this.” 

Ren nodded and tried to stay positive. She fell asleep not to images of destruction but to one of 
her favorite memories: Alex and his mom and Ren and her parents laughing together at a silly inside 
joke at the last museum holiday party. 

But as the night wore on, her dreams turned dark. She dreamed that New York was under siege 
and would soon fall to The Order. She dreamed that her parents were in danger. It was the worst 
nightmare of her life. 

And it was all true. 
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The Seat of the Soul 


Alex rolled over on his small, scratchy rug and groaned. Sunlight was streaming in through the 
windows. He turned toward his mom’s couch. Empty. 

He leapt up immediately, sending gift-shop throw pillows flying. But then he spotted her sitting 
with Todtman and Hesaan at a table by the wall. They were casually dipping flatbread in a beany 
paste and talking as they ate. Alex’s mouth watered at the sight of the food, and he went to join them. 

Ren was snoring lightly on the floor. Alex tried to be quiet as he passed, but she coughed up her 
last snore and her eyes popped open. He waited as she got up to join him. 

Luke was still asleep in the corner, a small smile on his face hinting at pleasant dreams of athletic 
conquest. Alex and Ren let him sleep and headed for the table. 

“How are you feeling, Mom?” asked Alex. Now that he was standing close enough, he could see 
that she was holding a plastic bag of ice against her side. 

“Good morning, honey,” she said. “I am feeling a little better.” She paused and smiled. “Like I 
was hit by a car instead of a truck.” 

Beside him, Ren nodded solemnly, waited a respectable few seconds, and then dove for the food. 
“Fuul!” she said, pronouncing it like fuel. 

“Fool, ” said Hesaan, correcting her pronunciation. 

“Yeah, say it right, fool,” said Alex, satisfied that his mom really was feeling better. He picked up 
a piece of flatbread and dipped it into the dish of stewed fava beans. “What are you guys talking 
about?” he asked, pulling up a chair. 

Todtman shifted over to make space at the table. “We were trying to figure out our mistake,” he 
said. “You told us you heard the leader say that he would consult the Lost Spells in the seat of power 

“And you assumed the seat of power was the old Order headquarters in Cairo,” said Hesaan. 

“Yes, but the place was abandoned,” said Todtman, “cleaned out.” 


Wait a second, thought Alex. His brain was still foggy with sleep, but he tried to remember. 
Wasn t there something about that phrase? Something he hadnt been sure of? He chewed his food 
and chased the thought through the morning mist as the adults continued talking. 

“Yes, why would they be hiding in a warehouse?” said Hesaan. “They have outgrown that little 
place now. They have taken over the parliament building, and some others. During the day, they are 
everywhere in this city.” 

“Could the seat be the parliament building?” asked Alex’s mom. 

“Perhaps,” said Hesaan skeptically. “But even as arrogant as they are, I would be surprised if they 
kept something so powerful in such a busy and accessible place. With their international 
provocations, there is constant talk that the other countries will bomb the place.” 

“Why don’t they?” said Alex. 

“They say the leader controls their minds, as needed, and stills their hands. They say that the man 
has grown immensely powerful.” 

Hesaan flicked a look over at Alex’s mom as he spoke, and Alex wondered if Hesaan knew he 
was talking about her ex-husband. 

“Its true,” said Todtman. “But he is a man no longer.” 

Hesaan nodded gravely, seeming to understand. 

Alex remembered the sight. The man who had once been his father, and what he had become: a 
massive Death Walker in a flickering tomb. He remembered the words rumbling out of his broad 
chest, Alex’s amulet allowing him to understand the ancient dialect — and just like that, the mist 
lifted. ““Wait a second,” he sputtered through a mouthful of bean and bread. 

The others turned to look at him. He swallowed his fuul and cleared his throat. “Okay, so, you 
guys know I don’t speak ancient Egyptian, right? So I have to kind of rely on my amulet for that ... ” 

“What is it, hun?” asked his mom, but Todtman was already a step ahead. 

“What did he say?” asked the German. 

“Well, I thought it was the ‘seat of power,’ but as I was saying it, I was kind of also thinking —” 

“The seat of the soul?” offered Hesaan. 

Alex stared at him. “Yeah, but ... how did you know?” 

“There is a word for power,” said Hesaan. “An ancient word ... ” 

“Ba, ” said Alex’s mom. “The pharaoh’s power to rule ... ” 

Todtman’s eyes grew wider, and he stammered excitedly: “Yes, but that word has more than one 
meaning... ” 

“What do you mean? What other meaning?” interrupted Ren. Alex watched her head spin from one 
scholar to another and knew she hated to be left out of this. 

Alex’s mom explained, “Ba can mean the soul, too.” 

“Not the seat of power,” said Todtman. “The seat of the soul. That’s where they have taken the 
Spells.” 


“Wait, wait, wait,” said Ren. “I seriously hope you are not going to say —” 

But the three scholars said it as one: “To the afterlife.” 

“They have taken the Spells to the one place they are sure no one else can reach them,” added 
Todtman. 

“But how is that possible?” said Hesaan, dumbfounded. 

Ren looked over at him with a hangdog expression. “Oh, it’s possible, all right,” she said. “It’s 
just not any fun.” 

Hesaan looked at her incredulously. “You have been there?” 

“We both have,” said Alex, remembering their sprint through the treacherous, twilight murk of the 
Egyptian afterlife. It was a spectral shortcut that had taken them thousands of miles in moments. “It’s 
the amulets that let us do it,” he added, trying to explain the inexplicable. “They allow us to go 
through the false doors.” 

They all sat silently at the little table, thunderstruck by this new revelation. Footsteps approached. 
Luke plucked a crumbly white block speckled with blue dots from the breakfast tray. “I sure hope this 
is cheese,” he said, taking a big bite. 

“It was cheese a week ago ... ” said Hesaan, staring down at the table. 

“Tt is blue cheese now,” said Todtman. “But save some of that for Alex and Ren. They will need 
their strength today, too.” 

“Wait, what do you mean?” said Alex. 

“Well, you have been there before,” said Hesaan, eyeing the lump of Alex’s amulet beneath his 
shirt. “And there are many false doors at this museum.” 

Alex had already finished his breakfast, but he swallowed hard, anyway. His mom put her hand on 
his shoulder, either seeking to reassure him or concerned he would faint. 

He was going back to the afterlife. 

He looked over at Ren. She looked like she had seen a ghost. 

She was certainly about to. 
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To the Afterlife 


Alex felt like he was being rushed. 

And he was. His mom had offered to make the trip in place of him and Ren, but then she’d barely 
been able to get out of her chair on her own. 

“PII go with them,” said Luke. “Ive got one of those gizmos, too.” Calling his ancient cheetah 
amulet a “gizmo” undercut his credibility, but his next statement was more convincing: “You can’t just 
send two nerds to the afterlife alone.” 

The search party grew to three, and it had been full steam ahead after that. 

“You have everything you need now,” said Todtman, handing Alex a worn-out backpack rescued 
from the museum’s lost and found room and filled with handpicked artifacts. 

Alex slipped it on and felt the bow of an ancient wooden carving ofa boat jab him in the back. He 
shrugged his shoulders to shift the little boat over and heard metal clink against metal at the bottom of 
the pack. 

Then the three could avoid it no longer. They turned to face the false door. It was one of the 
largest Alex had ever seen, a six-foot-high slab of stone with a rectangular indentation at its center 
painted a faded red ocher and bordered by raised reliefs of columns. Hieroglyphic writing was 
carved deep into the ancient stone. It was a symbolic gateway to the afterlife, but in about two steps, 
it was about to get very real. 

Alex pulled the scarab out from under his shirt. 

“Be careful, Alex,” said his mom. Alex heard something different in her voice, not a torn 
raspiness but a quiver of deep concern that sounded almost as painful. “You too, Ren ... And even 
you, Luke. If you are in danger, come back.” 

Todtman listened with a just-sucked-lemon look on his face that seemed to say: Come back? They 
haven t even left yet! His actual words were only slightly more diplomatic: 

“Yes, be careful, of course — but do not waste time! The world of the living and the world of the 


dead are very close now. We have seen it ourselves: mummies by the thousands, spirits in the streets. 
The boundaries are falling, and The Order is getting stronger. Look for signs of The Order when you 
cross over. Even in the afterlife, they will guard their prize closely. Use your amulets to guide you, if 
you can. We must find the Lost Spells and repair the damage they’re done to our world.” 

Alex looked away. Todtman could say “we” until he was blue in his froggy face, but he wasn’t 
going. He was staying back: Mission Control to their moon shot, and reinforcements if necessary. 
Still, Alex knew he was right. The worlds were closer now. His mom had used the Spells to open a 
gateway between them, to bring him back. Now The Order was using the Spells to tear down the 
walls — to use the power of the world of the dead to rule the world of the living. The old legend was 
coming true. The Final Kingdom was almost here. 

Almost. 

They still had one last, desperate chance. 

Alex took a deep breath and one more look at his mom. He opened and closed his mouth, like a 
guppy, but he couldn’t even begin to think of what to say. Instead, he just nodded. Reluctantly, she 
nodded, too. He looked over at Ren and Luke. 

“Let’s do this,” he said with as much bravery as he could muster. It wasn’t much. 

Luke gave him a sympathetic look. “Nice try, cuz,” he said. “But it goes like this ... ” His next 
words would’ ve fit right in in a football huddle: “LET’S DO THIS!” 

Alex had to admit, it sounded better coming from him. He was even a little fired up by it. Without 
another word, Alex wrapped his hand around his scarab and stepped toward solid stone. 

Beside him, Ren said two words, very softly: “For home.” Then she stepped forward, too. 

Right behind them, Luke said, “It’s go time.” 

The next thing Alex heard was a loud POP! 

His vision turned red as he passed through the stone, and he closed his eyes instinctively. When he 
opened them again, he was in a different world. The washed-out electric lighting of the museum was 
replaced by a warm amber glow. All around him, deeper veins of red and orange and yellow pooled 
in the air, coming together and hinting at shapes only to pull apart and drain away. Alex looked down 
at his feet and saw what appeared to be a well-worn dirt path. He looked back over his shoulder and 
saw a transparent rose-pink rectangle shimmering in the air: the false door, as seen from the other 
side. Next to it, Ren and Luke stood washed in the yellow-orange light and blinking incredulously. 

“Are you okay?” called Alex over the low, steady hum that seemed to surround them. 

All three of them clutched their amulets tightly, like lifelines, but Luke gave him a thumbs-up with 
his free hand, and Ren called back: “I think so. It’s not as scary this time.” 

Alex nodded. The last time they had traveled through the afterlife, it had been a darker and more 
frightening place. But now, high above, a fiery object was making slow progress across the golden 
sky. “It’s daytime now,” he said. 


Luke looked up, shielded his eyes, and said, “The sun is all jacked up.” 


It was true. It was hard to see through its blazing glow, but the object above them wasn’t round. If 
anything, it looked kind of like a boat. Alex was amazed to realize that it was a boat. As many 
pictures and carvings as he’d seen of it, his next words sounded crazy, even to him: “It’s the sun 
barque of Amun-Re.” 

“The sun god?” stammered Ren. 

Alex could see the idea ricocheting around Ren’s orderly mind. He seriously hoped she wouldn’t 
lose it. Instead, she closed her eyes briefly, took a deep breath, and opened them. “Okay, whatever,” 
she said. “Let’s just get going.” 

Alex inhaled the fragrant air, clamped down a little tighter on his scarab, and closed his eyes. 

It was the biggest test of his life, and it had only one question. 

Could he feel it? 

The scarab could detect the undead and the death magic that created them. It had a strong 
connection to the Spells, and so did Alex. In Minyahur, the small desert village where his mom had 
hidden out, studying the Spells, the scarab had nearly burned his hand off when the Spells were close 
by. And he’d passed out the first time he’d seen them up close. Using the amulet to detect death magic 
here seemed like a good way to get his hand burned off — this was the world of the dead! 

But as his eyes closed and his senses stretched out, all he felt — heard, really — was the same 
buzzing hum getting louder. That’s what it was, he realized: the strong, steady signal of the afterlife all 
around. It was the energy of this strange place, and he didn’t need his amulet to hear it. 

He relaxed a little more and breathed. 

As he relaxed, his senses opened further, and then he did sense something. It wasn’t a shape or an 
image as much as a feeling, an almost magnetic pull. The amulet began to heat up in his hand. 

He shuffled his feet slightly, turned his shoulders, and then raised his hand. 

“The Spells are in that direction,” he said. “Somewhere over there.” 

“Are you sure?” said Ren. 

Alex nodded. “I feel a really strong signal. It’s almost ... pulling me there.” 

He opened his eyes and looked down the length of his arm as if it were the barrel of a gun. He 
stared into the distance. The air was thick and smelled of earth and water. It still swirled with warm 
colors and phantom shapes, but the shifting patterns decorated the view more than they obscured it. 
He could see fields extending outward in every direction, tall stalks of wheat and barley swaying in 
the wind, washed in golden light. Off in the distance, there were figures moving among the rows of 
shifting grain, and Alex recognized the timeless, repetitive motions of farmers working the land. 

And directly in front of his outstretched arm, past acres of golden fields, was the glittering blue- 
green band of a river. 

The Nile. 

As otherworldly as it all seemed, it still made sense to him. The ancient Egyptians believed the 
dead crossed the Nile on the first leg of their journey into the afterlife. Back at the museum, they’d 


prepared for the possibility that they might have to do it themselves. 

“So, let me get this straight,” said Luke, staring in the direction Alex had pointed. “We’re in the 
land of death, or whatever; there are dudes in these fields, dead dudes; something is trying to pull you 
across a river ... and you want to go?” He lifted his chin toward the riverbank. “You can’t even see 
what’s on the other side.” 

Alex lifted his gaze. The land beyond the winding waterway was obscured by a heavy, fog-like 
haze. The kingdom of the dead was holding its secrets close. 

“We have to,” said Alex, trying to sound calmer and more confident than he felt. “I think that’s 
where the Spells are.” 

Luke considered it for a moment and then shrugged. “You’re gonna get us killed,” he said. “But at 
least we’re in the right place for it.” 

“Yeah, let’s go,” Ren said, eyeing the fieldworkers swaying in the distance. “The faster we find 
them, the better.” 

The three friends set off cautiously down the path, the dirt under their feet as black as charcoal. 
Alex ventured one last look over his shoulder at the fiery vessel inching across the morning sky. He 
felt its heat on the back of his neck, and when he looked down, he saw his shadow stretching out 
before him. 

They would travel to the west, where the sun died each day. 
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To the Nile 


They stayed on the path as it cut through a field of waist-high barley. With one hand still wrapped 
around his scarab, Alex reached out with the other and brushed the top of the nearest stalks. All 
around them, the light continued to shift and swirl, shapes and colors ornamenting the heavy air. He 
saw rosy red light pooling in the air ten feet in front of him, forming a perfect circle, like the pupil of 
an eye. It drained away a moment later, leaving nothing but the vague sensation of being watched. 

As his ears adjusted to the steady hum all around, he heard other sounds rise up. Some were faint: 
airy exhalations that might have been the wind, but sounded more like an old man breathing his last 
gasp; distant roars that might have been thunder, had the golden sky not been cloudless. Others were 
louder: A chorus of wailing voices rose up off to their left. Alex whipped his head around, but all he 
saw was shifting grain. 

“Did you guys hear that?” he said, but the voices had already stopped. 

“I heard it,” said Ren. 

Both of them turned to Luke, who shrugged. “I thought it was you two.” 

Alex turned back toward the fields. Whether or not his ears were playing tricks on him, his eyes 
were telling a very clear story. The figures working the fields were closer now, the nearest no more 
than twenty yards away. Their broad backs were slightly stooped and their strong shoulders swung 
from side to side. Alex couldn’t see the blades of the scythes they were carrying, but he knew they 
were harvesting the grain. Golden stalks disappeared with each swing. 

Shesh shesh shesh went the blades. 

“Are they dangerous?” asked Ren, walking a little closer. 

Alex shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. The figures hadn’t so much as glanced in their 
direction. 

“So those guys are, like, one hundred percent dead, right?” hissed Luke. “And that’s why they look 
like that?” 


They were close enough to see them clearly now. Some had skin the color of stone, but most were 
shades of blue. They wore simple clothes but regal headdresses that seemed oddly out of place in the 
sun-washed fields. 

“They’re shabti,” said Alex. 

“Yeah,” agreed Luke. “They’re definitely shabby.” 

“Shabti,” corrected Ren. Then she turned toward Alex and added: “But, uh, you better tell us — I 
mean Luke — what those are again.” 

Alex managed half a smile. He knew that Ren liked to know what was going on, and that a little 
information might help keep her calm in this strange world. Still, he pretended he was explaining it 
for Luke’s benefit. 

“The ancient Egyptians believed that the afterlife was just, like, an extension of everyday life. 
There was no sickness or death, I mean, obviously. But you still had to work, to grow crops and stuff. 
So they put these little statues in their tombs. They’re called shabti, or answerers. Each day, when the 
dead were called to work, they could send out one of their shabti to answer for them.” 

Alex told the story as they passed by the first of the silent laborers. Shesh shesh shesh. He could 
see the long, sharp, curved blades of their scythes now, but still the enchanted laborers ignored them. 
Alex concentrated on keeping his voice calm and steady and willed his feet not to break into a 
panicked run. 

Soon, they passed by the shabti. Now the fields on either side of them were cut low, piles of 
barley awaiting collection on the ground and little bits of it floating lightly in the golden air. 

Chooo! 

Ren sneezed and Alex jumped. She didn’t make fun of him, like she normally would have, though. 
He knew she was way more freaked out by all this than he was. “Your mom taught you really well,” 
she said instead. “I mean, about the shabti and stuff.” 

“Thanks,” he said. With the fields cut low, they could see the river ahead clearly. 

“Why are you thanking me?” said Ren. “I was complimenting your mom.” 

Alex snorted out half a laugh, and that seemed so crazy that he snorted out a full one. Who 
would’ve thought it: laughing in the afterlife. 

“I was just kidding,” said Ren, too freaked out to laugh but clearly wanting to join in the good 
mood. “You did a good job learning.” 

“The thing is,” said Alex, “I didn’t realize I was learning. It’s just that every story she told, I was 
right there, listening. Every exhibit she worked on, I was right there watching. And... I...” 

His voice trailed off. He was lost in both memory and realization. He had learned so much as a 
sick kid trailing after his mom in the museum, and now he was using it on his own. He’d chased after 
her when she disappeared, and then moped when he thought she’d abandoned him. And now he was 
here leading this mission. Not abandoned, but independent. She’d given him what he needed to 
navigate this strange world. At least, he hoped so ... 


“Anyway,” said Ren, snapping him out of it, “I’m glad you know so much about it.” 

“Me too,” he said. “That reminds me. See all this black dirt we’re walking on? That’s where the 
Nile flooded and then pulled back. That’s how Egyptians lived for thousands of years, farming the 
floodplains of the Nile. Before the big dams were built and the Nile stopped flooding.” 

“Uh, no offense, dude,” said Luke. “I mean, I know you two are having like a nerd moment or 
whatever — but who cares about dirt?” 

Alex didn’t deny being a little nerdy around the edges, but he still didn’t like to hear it from his 
cool jock cousin. “I was about to mention the crocodiles,” he said. “And the snakes. Those came with 
the floodwaters, too. Lots of ’em.” 

Luke and Ren looked all around, their eyes suddenly a little wider. 

Alex kept his eyes forward, staring at the massive expanse of the Nile, a legendary river flowing 
through two worlds at once. 
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The Kingdom of the Dead 


Ren eyed the edge of the river warily. She’d seen enough nature documentaries to know that that’s 
where crocodiles ambushed their prey. Up close, the current was coffee-colored and thick with 
sediment, the kind of water that made it very hard to spot crocodiles, and impossible to spot snakes. 

“Oh wow!” said Alex. 

Ren reluctantly lifted her eyes from the river’s murky surface and gasped in astonishment. 

The far shore, which had been hidden in haze as they walked, now revealed itself. More fields 
filled the floodplain on the other side, but beyond them, a vast kingdom stretched to the horizon. 
White stone temples, majestic houses, and even a few colossal pyramids glowed and shimmered in 
the golden light. It was a scene from out of a history book, a museum painting come to life. 

And moving along the broad avenues, just visible from where she stood, people walked, alone or 
in small groups. As Ren watched, not blinking and barely remembering to breathe, she even saw a 
glittering, horse-drawn chariot, looking like a tiny toy in the distance. It kicked up a plume of dust and 
sand behind it before turning a corner and disappearing. 

The kingdom of the dead. 

She nearly fainted. 

“Let’s get that boat,” said Alex. 

“Uhhh,” said Luke, and Ren thought that summed it up pretty well. 

She looked at Alex, incredulous. “How are you not freaked out by all this?” She pointed across 
the water. “By all of them?” 

“I am freaked out,” said Alex, and a slight tremble in his voice confirmed it. “But dead doesn’t 
necessarily mean evil. These are the good ones, I think. And, anyway, we have work to do.” 

“The good ones,” said Luke. “What, like ... Casper the Friendly Ghost?” 

Instead of answering, Alex shrugged his backpack off and lowered it to the ground. He unzipped it 
and carefully pulled out the small wooden carving of a boat. It was a little more than a foot long and a 


little less than three thousand years old. They’d taken it from a storeroom in the museum. Its edges 
worn down and its paint worn off, it was one of thousands of items that didn’t quite merit display 
space. 

But the little boat was about to earn its keep now. 

“I don’t see how we’re supposed to get across this huge river in a toy,” said Luke. “What is that, a 
boat for ants?” 

“They put these in the tombs so the spirits could cross the Nile,” said Alex. He walked over to the 
river’s edge. Ren followed a step behind and watched as he knelt down and placed the little boat on 
the gently rippling surface. 

Immediately, the boat’s frame pushed up and out, quickly reaching the height of Ren’s shoulders. 
As she and Alex both jumped back to avoid getting knocked over by the bow, Ren thought of the 
packet of little sponge dinosaurs her dad had given her once, the ones that expanded when you 
dropped them in water. 

By the time the little boat stopped growing, it was a real boat big enough for three. It was made 
not of wood but of bundled reeds that rose up to a high point on each end. All Ren managed to say 
was “Whoa.” 

And then it occurred to her that she was supposed to get in this thing now — and to travel to the 
other side. Where so many of the dead were. Suddenly, the possibility seemed all too real. “I don’t 
know ... ” she said. 

“We have to, Ren,” said Alex, stepping forward and gingerly touching the reedy side of the craft. 
“I am getting such a strong signal from over there.” 

Ren looked at him. There was something wrong with what he had just said, a hole in the logic, but 
she couldn’t place it. Her brain was too full of wonder and fear. 

A moment later, it got worse. 

“That is not your vessel,” she heard. “The one it was made for has already crossed over.” The 
voice was strong and steady. And it did not belong to Alex or Luke. “Where did you get this boat?” 

Ren wheeled around to see who the voice belonged to. 

Who, or what. 

He was tall and muscular and dressed in ancient garb. A white-and-yellow shendyt kilt was 
wrapped around his waist, and a wide, ornate collar necklace hung from his neck. Thickly woven 
straps crisscrossed his broad chest, meeting at a massive, perfectly round ruby. He held a long, thin 
staff in one hand. But who could possibly care about any of that when his head — the head talking to 
them right now — was that of a jet-black jackal? 

As she stared in disbelief, he turned to meet her eyes. Her knees felt like jelly, and her punch- 
drunk brain had its finger on the light switch. 

Talking dog, she thought vaguely. Good talking dog man. 

Don t bite. 


S++ +--+ + 


Anubis. 

The guardian of the underworld. 

Not just an ancient Egyptian god but, as Alex’s mom would say, one of the big ones. 

“I asked you a question,” said the deity, the daggerlike tips of two huge white canine teeth 
appearing as he spoke. “Where did you get this boat? And answer carefully. The afterlife is a perilous 
place for tomb raiders.” 

Alex gulped in just enough air to squeak out: “In a museum.” 

Anubis’s jackal ears swung toward the small sound. He looked at Alex, considering. Alex’s heart 
hammered hard in his chest. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ren swaying on her feet. He wanted to run over and help her, 
but he didn’t dare move. He had the distinctly unpleasant feeling that he was being judged. Luke was 
standing beside her, staring at the ancient god in wide-eyed, slack-jawed wonder. Please don t say 
anything stupid, thought Alex. 

“I will accept your answer,” said Anubis, and Alex relaxed just a little. Even Ren seemed to stop 
wobbling. Luke’s mouth closed and opened again silently, like a goldfish’s. “Your museums empty our 
tombs just as surely as the thieves do, but at least they take good care of what they find.” 

Anubis paused and then added cryptically, “And then, too, you have been vouched for.” His jackal 
head looked off to a spot farther up the bank. “It is funny, in a way.” 

Alex had no idea what any of that meant. Vouched for? Funny? Did gods like jokes? He had zero 
chance of mustering a polite laugh at the moment, so he stuck to what he knew. “Thank you,” he said, 
bowing slightly. “We’re sorry about the boat, but we need to cross ... ” 

“You may not,” said Anubis, suddenly striding forward. 

The three friends scrambled to get out of his way. Alex turned to see the deity raise his staff and 
tap the bow of the boat. As the boat shrank and shriveled, Alex dropped his head in defeat. A moment 
later, he saw the little wooden carving once again bobbing like a bath toy on the river. All three of 
them watched silently as the current caught it and it began to float away. 

“We needed that,” said Alex to his own feet. 

“Why is that?” said Anubis. 

Alex looked up slightly, still not daring to make direct eye contact with the deity. “Because we are 
looking for something,” he ventured. “Something important.” 

“All hope would seem to be lost, then,” said Anubis. 

And there was something about the way he said it: almost playful. Zs he teasing me, wondered 
Alex, or mocking me? “The people — well, the things — we’re after are evil,” he protested. “Our 
world is in danger.” 

Anubis sized him up with glowing green eyes, and Alex was afraid he had gone too far. Would the 


next thing he felt be those dagger-like teeth? That battle staff? 

And then ... Anubis smiled. He smiled in the way dogs do sometimes. It would have been cute, if 
he weren’t a seven-foot-tall death god. “I know they’re evil,” he said. “That’s why I did not let them 
cross, either.” 

A hundred questions flooded Alex’s mind, but Anubis was already walking away. “I take no part 
in this conflict, other than to protect my realm,” said the ancient guardian of the afterlife. “What you 
seek and the ones you fear are here on the borderlands. But hurry, for this land is no place for the 
living, especially at night.” 

As the god headed up the bank, Alex turned to look at the others. “That really just happened, 
right?” he said. “You heard all that?” 

“Oh, that happened all right,” said Luke. “That Snoopy-looking dude was hella real.” 

“That was Anubis, wasn’t it?” said Ren. “I’ve seen his, like, statues.” 

Alex nodded and turned back for one more look. 

But Anubis was gone. 

As soon as Ren registered that fact, she let Alex have it. “I can’t believe you were going to magic- 
boat us over to the city of the dead for no reason! The Death Walkers aren’t even over there!” 

Alex looked at his amulet. “But I got such a strong signal,” he protested, his voice breaking 
slightly. 

“Yeah,” said Ren, “because that thing detects spirits, too.” She pointed to the endless city on the 
far shore. “And, I mean, hello, the kingdom of the dead?” 

“Oh yeah,” said Alex. 

He looked down at his feet, embarrassed. He saw his shadow stretching out behind him. Behind 
him ... He looked up. The fiery vessel had crossed over the river and begun its descent. 

“Um, we should really get going,” he said, reaching down to pick up his pack. 

“Yeah,” said Luke. “Let’s get out of here before the rest of the zoo shows up.” 

As they walked quickly back up the bank, Alex picked over what Anubis had said: Did not let 
them cross ... Something big occurred to him. 

“The gods are more powerful than the Death Walkers,” he said, and as soon as he heard the words 
out loud, he knew they were true. Back in the Egyptian desert, Sekhmet had obliterated a Death 
Walker their amulets had been powerless against. Anubis had stared down The Order’s stone 
warriors and turned them back. 

“Yeah,” said Ren. “Obviously. They’re gods. It’s kind of in the definition.” 

Alex knew there was some greater significance to that fact, something he wasn’t quite getting. 
Amazingly, Luke was the one to put his finger on it. 

“Tt would be cool if the gods could put the beatdown on The Order,” he said. “Instead of leaving it 
up to three middle schoolers from Manhattan.” Then he quickly added: “Not that we’re not 
awesome.” 


Alex stared at his cousin. It was a statement so obvious that it had taken Luke to say it. “That 
would be cool,” said Alex. “So cool.” 

As they neared the top of the bank, Ren came up next to him. “You know,” she said, “if the gods 
did that we wouldn’t need to use the Spells.” 

He nodded. His best friend was just as worried about what might happen to him if they used the 
Spells as he was. She wanted him to live, too — even if she did yell at him sometimes. 

“Of course,” she added, “that’s a pretty big if.” 

He knew she was right about that, too. Relying on the divine intervention of ancient, animal- 
headed deities wasn’t much of a plan — it was like planning to win the lottery as a career goal. It 
was a nice thought, but the time for daydreaming was over. Now they needed to figure out how to do 
it for themselves. Alex scanned the ground near the top of the bank. Anubis had said that what they 
were looking for was on this side of the bank. But where? 

He scanned the bank in both directions, and then looked down at his feet. There in the dark dirt of 
the timeless Nile he saw a scattering of small footprints. He huffed out a little laugh. “I think I figured 
out who vouched for us back there,” he said, pointing down. 

The others gathered around. “Are those ... cat prints?” said Luke. 

“Anubis was right,” said Alex. “It is kind of funny. Imagine being saved from a dog-headed god 

.. bya little cat.” 

“Pai!” exclaimed Ren, dropping to her knees and tracing the tracks with her fingers. 

“Tt must’ve been her,” said Alex. 

They looked all around, but there was no sign of Ren’s undead BFF, and the tracks vanished into 
the harder dirt higher up the bank. 

Ren stood up and brushed her hands on her jeans. “Okay, Pai did her part,” she said. “I guess it’s 
time I did mine.” 

She took a deep breath and reached for her ibis. 


ail 
il 


A Dangerous New Direction 


Ren tried to calm her thoughts. The last time she’d used the ibis, it had shown her a fearful scene 
from home. Now she was worried about what it might show her, and what it might not. She took hold 
of the ancient amulet, closed her eyes, and made her question as clear and focused as possible. It was 
a question the ibis had never answered before, but maybe now it would. Now that they were so close 


“Where are the Lost Spells?” she said out loud. 

Instantly, a series of images flashed through her mind. 

The first: the little wooden boat bobbing along the current near the shore. 

The second: a frightening and familiar figure standing near the riverbank. His face and neck were 
swollen with stings, his body was wrapped in crimson robes, and there was a huge scorpion stinger 
where his left hand should have been. It was the first Death Walker they’d faced, the Stung Man. In the 
river behind him, bobbing lazily along, was the little boat. 

Finally, she saw a long line of men. They were dressed in ancient garb, but as the first man in line 
stepped into a glowing portal in the air, his features changed. He aged three thousand years in one 
step and his outfit was replaced by the ragged wrappings of a mummy as he disappeared through the 
false door. 

Ren’s eyes fluttered open. 

“What did you see?” said Alex. “Anything?” 

She described each image carefully. “It seems like it wants us to follow the boat along the river.” 

“We need to go north,” Alex said. 

“That’s right,” she said. She remembered now: Unlike most U.S. rivers, the Nile flows north, out 
of Africa and up to the Mediterranean Sea. So that’s the way it would carry the little boat. “But why 
do you think it showed me the Stung Man?” she said. 

Back in New York, at the start of all this, they’d used the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead and 


Alex’s amulet to send him back to the afterlife. But that wouldn’t work this time: They were already 
in the afterlife! 

“I don’t know,” said Alex. “He could be guarding the Spells. We’ll have to try to avoid him or at 
least hold him off until we can find them.” 

Hold him off? thought Ren. He has a scorpion stinger the size of a desktop printer — and 
usually about a thousand actual scorpions with him, too. But she had another concern that was even 
bigger. “What about the men — I mean mummies?” she asked. “Do you think those are the ones 
heading to New York?” 

Alex nodded grimly. “Yeah,” he said. “Pretty sure.” 


St + 


It made sense to Alex that the mummies would look like the people they’d once been while they were 
still in the afterlife. Then they’d be mummies again when they stepped back into the world of the 
living. And he knew The Order’s first target was NYC, a high-profile demonstration of their abilities, 
meant to strike fear into the rest of the world. 

But he had a bigger concern, too. Ren had asked the ibis where the Spells were. He’d heard her 
with his own ears. But he also knew that her attention was divided by her homesickness and concern 
about her parents. And the ibis knew it, too. The last time she’d tried to ask it about their mission, it 
had shown her home instead. 

Was this time different? he wondered as they headed north along the riverbank. Or were they 
chasing the wrong thing? 

“So that portal, or false door or whatever,” she said, “it leads to New York?” 

“Man,” said Luke. “I would love to get back to NYC.” 

“Guys!” Alex snapped. “We need to concentrate on what we’re doing here, okay?” 

“I know,” said Luke. “I’m just, like, seriously missing my PlayStation.” 

They walked on wordlessly for a while, keeping their eyes and ears open and doing their best to 
move quietly, though the ground had grown so muddy that their footsteps made small squelches. The 
three of them were spread out in a line, with Ren farthest up the bank, Alex in the middle, and Luke 
closer to the river. Together, their six feet were making a chorus of burpy sounds in the soggy soil. 
Alex turned to the others to tell them to step softly, but as he did, he saw a man in black robes slip 
silently out from behind a palm tree and step in front of Ren. “Watch out!” he blurted. 

But she’d already stopped cold. 

She saw the knife, too. 

Alex and Luke both grabbed for their amulets, but the man held the knife just under Ren’s chin. 
“There is no need for that,” he said. “I just came to see who passes along my bank.” 

Alex didn’t dare unleash a burst of wind with the knife so close to Ren, but the amulet did allow 


him to understand the man’s ancient tongue. “Your bank?” he said, trying to keep the fear and concern 
from his voice. 

“T maintain it,” said the man. 

Luke moved a few squelches closer to Alex and whispered, “I could get him.” 

Alex shook his head slowly and whispered back, “Not yet. Can’t risk it.” If Luke hit this guy at top 
speed, the impact could drive the knife right into Ren. 

The man paid no attention to the hushed conversation and continued to talk about maintaining the 
bank. “If it weren’t for me, it would be a swamp. There is a spring — and many snakes. But I keep it 
nice. Nice for you to pass.” 

“Uh, thanks?” said Ren, who had quietly taken hold of her amulet, too. She said it through her 
teeth to avoid opening her mouth too wide and cutting herself on the blade. 

“You are welcome!” said the man grandly, lowering his knife just a touch. Then he seemed to 
remember something sad and shook his head ruefully. “But such work is not easy. I am afraid I must 
ask —” 

“For a small contribution?” volunteered Alex eagerly, suddenly understanding. “Just a reasonable 
toll, perhaps?” 

The man smiled broadly. “I am glad you understand me! Clearly you are a very intelligent boy.” 

And you’re a bandit and a thief, thought Alex, but what he said was: “Hold on.” 

Once again, Alex swung the pack from his back. He stuck his hand in and began rifling through the 
bottom. Soon he felt the old, cold gold clinking under his hand. 

“No tricks,” said the man. 

Alex pulled his hand out of the pack and held up three ancient coins — another gift from the 
overstocked museum. “Of course not,” he said. “Just a small, um, appreciation.” 

Thousands of years had dulled the luster of the coins, but the man eyed them greedily as Alex 
walked them over to him, spread out on his outstretched palm. The man lunged for them with his free 
hand, but Alex pulled back and pocketed one of the coins. “We will give you this one when we cross 
‘your bank’ safely on the way back.” 

The bandit smiled and grabbed the two remaining coins with the quickness of a cobra striking. 
Alex felt the man’s ragged nails scratch across his palm. Then the bandit lowered his knife and began 
to back away, bowing slightly. “You truly are a smart boy,” he said. “And these are fine coins. So I 
will give you one last bit of information. Beware, strange children, for the borderlands are unsettled. 
There is discord between the world of the living and the world of the dead.” 

“Uh, no offense,” said Ren, no longer needing to talk through her teeth. “But we kind of know that 
already.” 

“Smarter than I thought, then,” said the thief, pocketing the coins and sheathing his knife. “But did 
you know that Ammit herself prowls these lands now, upset by the imbalance?” 

“Ammit?” said Alex. “The devourer of souls?” Alex had seen Ammit’s strange image many times, 


carved into the walls of tombs and painted on the scrolls of the Book of the Dead. A demigod with the 
head of a crocodile, the body of a lion, and the hindquarters of a hippo, she had one grim job: to 
devour the hearts — and souls — of those who failed the weighing of the heart ceremony. 

“Yes,” said the man, looking both ways nervously as he stepped back alongside the thick old tree. 
“The pull of the far shore is strong, but I have stayed on this side for long ages to avoid her fearsome 
jaws. Now she has come to the borderlands!” 

“Uh, okay,” said Ren, clearly ready to be done with this man. “We’ll keep our eyes open.” 

“Your ears,” he said. “You will know the devourer by her cry.” 

And then, without another word, he stepped toward the tree and disappeared completely. Not 
behind it but, somehow, inside. 

“Good thing Todtman thought of giving us those old coins,” said Ren, glaring at the old tree. “That 
guy could’ ve killed me.” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Alex, giddy with relief to see his best friend still alive. He knocked on 
the tree trunk as they walked past. “His bark is worse than his bite.” 

Ren groaned at the pun, and Alex slung the pack back over his shoulder. It was lighter now, 
without the boat and coins. He felt a few old scrolls, protective spells from the Book of the Dead, 
rolling around inside. 

Luke led the way, high-tech sneakers on timeless soil, as they angled back down the bank and 
followed the river around a wide corner. New knowledge jumbled together in Alex’s head like puzzle 
pieces in a box: 

Ammit herself prowls the borderlands ... 

The gods are stronger ... 


A 


The little wooden boat was lying on its side on the riverbank. Alex looked back over his shoulder 


Against the Grain 


“There it is!” said Luke, pointing toward the river. 


as they walked toward it. He couldn’t say exactly how far it had come — or they had come — since 
they'd first set this thing in the water. All he knew was that the golden light was starting to fade, and 
the colors swirling in the air were getting darker and more ominous, bloodreds replacing rosy pinks, 
blues edging toward black. The growls and groans and huffs and wails that had sounded far-off 
before seemed louder now, closer. Alex didn’t like any of it, and the darkening world wasn’t his only 
concern. “We need to be careful.” he said as Ren bent down to pick up the boat. “If the boat’s here, 
the Stung Man could be, too.” 

Kneeling in the sand with her hand a few inches from the boat, Ren paused and looked back 
toward him. “Maybe we got here first,” she said. “Maybe I was wrong.” 

As she spoke, Alex saw a large black scorpion scamper up from the little pocket of shade under 
the boat’s hull. “Ren!” he gasped. 

“What?” she said, her fingers just inches from the scorpion’s flexed tail, the curved stinger 
twisting into position for a strike. 

“Scorpion!” shouted Luke. 

Ren jumped up and back as the angry arachnid struck out at empty air. 

“Where did that come from?” said Ren. “Do you think it’s one of his?” 

The first Death Walker had faced a grisly demise from scorpion stings thousands of years earlier, 
and back in New York, the venomous insects had been a surefire calling card of the Stung Man. But 
here, in between palm trees and the Nile, the little creepy-crawler seemed to fit right in. “Maybe 
not?” Alex said hopefully. 

“Uh, what about those ones?” she said, her voice suddenly shaky. 

Alex turned and saw why. The bank was suddenly dotted with scorpions. Some were large and 


black and others were small and pale, but all of them were packing potent venom and heading down 
the bank, their exoskeletons clicking and clacking softly. 

“This place is really starting to bug me,” muttered Luke. 

Alex grabbed his amulet, planning to clear a path through the arachnid army with a gust of desert 
wind. Instead, he got a warning. A sharp pulse, like a radar signal bouncing off a mountain, rang in his 
mind. Alex spun around. And there he was. 

“I was hoping we’d meet again,” said the Stung Man. He stood just up the bank, no more than 
twelve feet away. 

“Oh no,” breathed Ren, grabbing for her own amulet. 

The Stung Man advanced toward them with long, confident strides, and the scorpions scurrying all 
around him. 

“What happened to his face?” whispered Luke. Alex realized it was his cousin’s first encounter 
with this Walker and the swollen, discolored flesh of his eternally unhealing wounds. But there was 
no time for explanation — only action. 

Ren raised her hand and delivered a blinding white flash that caught the Stung Man by surprise. 
He closed his eyes too late and grunted in annoyance. 

Meanwhile, Alex delivered a whipping, whistling lance of wind that scattered dirt and scorpions 
as it cut up from the bank to the line of palm trees. “Go!” he shouted, and the friends took off running 
toward the tree line. There was nothing to be gained from fighting the Stung Man out in the open, 
before they’d ever located the Spells, and the only plan that made sense was escape. 

As they raced up the bank, Alex pictured the massive stinger that took the place of the Stung Man’s 
left hand. He could almost feel it shooting forth and piercing his back with its cruel, curved point. He 
ran faster as Luke whooshed past him in a cheetah-powered blur. Half a step behind him, Ren’s feet 
slapped dirt. “Come on, come on!” he called over his shoulder. 

Luke was at the crest of the bank. Moving at hyper-speed, he had already molded the dark soil of 
the floodplain into a dozen perfectly round dirt balls. Now he delivered the first one down the slope 
in a high-kicking baseball pitch. 

A dull THOKK! of exploding dirt gave way to an indignant shout from the Walker. 

Alex didn’t need to turn around to know that Luke’s first pitch was a strike. Instead, he eyed the 
fields just beyond his cousin. The grain was higher here, as if unharvested for some time — perfect 
for hiding three kids! 

“Into the field!” he called. 

Luke whipped one more major league dirtball down the slope as Alex and Ren reached the top of 
the bank and sprinted straight past him. Luke turned and followed, immediately overtaking the others. 
Their own frantic footsteps mixed with the beat of the Stung Man’s sandals slapping the dirt behind 
them. As the sound of the Walker’s pursuit grew closer — hoarse shouts and muttered curses mixing 
with heavy footfalls — Alex tensed up, preparing for the terrible pain of the massive stinger piercing 


his back. 

And then he felt it. 

The rough slap of tall sprouts of barley hitting his face as they burst into the field. “Keep going!” 
he said as the Stung Man roared his disapproval behind them. 

Alex crashed through the tall ripe stalks, his vision just a whirl of green and gold and tan. His 
heart pounded and he gasped for breath, feeling like he was sucking in nearly as much grain and dust 
as air. 

For a few chaotic moments he lost track of the others and panicked. Had Ren fallen? Had Luke 
been brought down by the stinger? But then he heard Ren. “This is going to be murder on my 
allergies!” she huffed from right behind him. The crash of stalks laid low in front of him told Alex his 
cousin was still at full speed. 

But if he could hear his friends, so could the Stung Man. “Slow down!” he gasped. “We have to be 
quiet if we want to lose him.” 

The crashing subsided. “Okay,” Ren said softly from beside him. 

“Good plan,” said Luke froma few yards ahead. 

Alex took the lead as they snaked their way through the field single file. The grain grew taller the 
deeper they went, and soon even Luke could stand up straight with no fear of being seen. 

“Okay,” whispered Alex. “Let’s stop for a second.” 

They stood still, catching their breath and listening carefully. The only sound Alex could hear was 
the wind gently rustling the grain. He took hold of his amulet and searched, but the intense radar 
signal was gone. All he felt was the same general buzzing hum as before. “I think we lost him,” he 
said. “I’m not getting any signal from the amulet.” 

“None?” said Ren. “Not the Lost Spells, either?” 

Alex shook his head. “I think they must be hidden again,” he said. They knew it was a possibility. 
When The Order had captured the Spells from his mom’s desert hideout, they’d also captured the 
ancient cloaking spells she’d wrapped them in. 

“We’ll never find them now,” said Ren angrily, punctuating the thought with a small sneeze. Choo! 

“Not cool,” said Luke. 

Had they really come all this way — into another world! — only to come up short? Alex 
refused to believe it. “Wait,” he said as the three knelt down next to each other in the sea of swaying 
grain. “We did see the first thing the ibis showed you. And then we ran into the Stung Man.” 

“Okay, so what does that mean?” asked Luke. 

“We banished him here. But Todtman said that if The Order got the Spells, the Walkers we’d 
banished would be able to come back,” Alex explained. “So if the Stung Man’s still hanging around 
here, then maybe it means he’s helping to guard the Spells.” 

“Okay, maybe,” said Ren. “But they’re not going to hide the most powerful spells in the world in 
some field. Remember what else Todtman said, right before we left? ‘Even in the afterlife they will 


guard their prize closely.’ They wouldn’t just leave them out in the open.” 

Alex considered it. “Right ... so we’re looking for some kind of building, and we know it’s on 
this side of the river and that we’re probably pretty close.” 

“Not many buildings around here,” said Luke, plucking a stalk of barley from the ground. “It’s not 
exactly midtown.” 

Midtown ... Skyscrapers ... It gave Alex an idea. He looked up at the sky, cut into sections above 
him by the waving grain. “We need to get up high and look.” 

Ren looked back the way they’d come. “Maybe if we climbed one of those trees by the river?” 

“We can’t risk going back,” said Alex. “The Stung Man could still be there.” 

Luke eyed the top of the grain. “I might be able to, like, high-jump it,” he mused. “For, like, a 
second.” 

Alex pictured his cousin jack-in-the-boxing up over the fields, getting a quick glimpse at most. 
Then he had a better idea. Better ... and worse. He dropped his head. “Oh, this bites,” he said. He’d 
seen kids do this at the pool at the YMCA. He’d always been too sick and weak to join in, and the 
lifeguards always blew their whistles to stop it, anyway. He looked up at his undersized friend. He 
was so much stronger and healthier since his mom had used the Spells to save him — but he still 
couldn’t believe what he was about to say. 

“What?” said Ren. 

Alex sighed. “Do you know what a chicken fight 1s?” 


Guard Crocs 


Alex boosted Ren up on his shoulders. Luke was the obvious choice for the job — taller and 
stronger — but the big jock had balked. “This is seriously all you,” he’d said, putting his hands up 
and backing up a step. 

Alex did his best, but it was more of a launch than a lift. As soon as Ren was more or less in 
position, Alex lurched up and forward. Ren wobbled and rose, and rose and wobbled. Luke 
reconsidered slightly, helping to steady her. But five seconds later, it all came crashing down. Ren 
toppled from Alex’s shoulders, taking him with her. And when Luke tried to catch them, he wound up 
on the ground, too. The three fell in a heap among some crushed stalks of barley. 

“Did you see anything?” asked Alex from the bottom of the pile. 

“I saw some roofs!” crowed Ren. 

Alex pumped his fist: Yes. “Let’s go,” he said. And as the first skittering, chittering sounds of 
scorpions advancing through the tall grasses reached their ears, Ren and Luke didn’t argue. 

Alex and Luke followed Ren’s lead. They kept low and tried to disturb the tall stalks as little as 
possible, easily outpacing their tiny, tail-heavy pursuers. Soon, they came to the edge of the field. 
They stopped just short, peering through the last few rows of barley. 

Ren’s sense of direction had been unerring: A complex lay before them. Three square stone 
buildings were arranged in a triangular formation. And at its point stood Ta-mesah. As an Order 
operative, he’d nearly finished off Alex and Ren in London. Now, as a hulking, ten-foot-tall Death 
Walker with the head of a huge crocodile, he stood sentry in front of the largest building. 

In front of the other two buildings, two enormous crocodiles basked in the late-day sun. “They’ ve 
got to be twenty feet long,” said Luke. 

Alex peered through the thin veil of barley as it swayed in a light breeze. The air was dark gold 
now, and it swirled and glimmered with shifting shapes, but as he watched, he saw three glowing 
rectangles hold firm. 


He pointed them out to the others. “Portals,” he said. “More false doors, like the one we came in 
through.” 

“This is like the Grand Central Terminal of the afterlife,” Ren whispered. 

Suddenly, Ta-mesah’s gaze shifted and he scanned the edge of the field. Alex’s breath caught. Had 
he heard them? he wondered. How was that even possible? Crocodiles barely have ears! 

But then Alex’s own ears picked up a rustling to their left. The friends sank a little farther back 
into the stalks and watched as the Stung Man emerged from the field and approached Ta-mesah. The 
two conversed briefly. The new Death Walker was so much larger than the old one — thanks to his 
mammoth stone statue — that the exchange looked like a father and son talk. 

Father. 

The thought hit Alex hard. His own father had caused all this: a father he had never known, a 
father he never would ... He shook his head hard to clear it and then turned to the others. “I’m pretty 
sure I can guess what they’re talking about,” he said. 

“So much for the element of surprise,” said Ren. 

Alex took hold of his amulet and felt his pulse race with ancient energy. He leaned in and tried to 
pick up at least some of what they were saying. It was no use. At this distance, their words were just 
a low mumble. A moment later, the Stung Man walked past Ta-mesah and into the tall open archway 
of the central stone building. 

“That’s got to be the one with the Spells,” whispered Ren. “It’s bigger, and guarded by Death 
Walkers. The other two are just guarded by reptiles.” 

Luke eyed them. “Those are some Jurassic Park—looking reptiles.” 

“Yeah, but crocodiles are dumb as mud. They’ve got brains the size of walnuts. And most of that 
is for hunting.” 

“That’s the part that worries me!” hissed Luke. 

Alex eyed the formidable stone structure. It was the size of a small house but built like an old 
bank. It had one visible entrance, which was currently blocked by a ten-foot-tall undead ambush 
predator. And at least one more Death Walker was already inside. 

“What do we do?” said Ren. 

“I don’t know,” answered Alex, eyeing the long shadows stretching out behind the buildings. “But 
whatever it is, we have to do it fast.” 

“Maybe if one of us, like, lures him away,” Luke offered. “And the others sneak inside ... ” 

“And straight into a giant scorpion stinger?” countered Ren. 

“Okay,” he said. “What’s your big idea?” 

Ren’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. 

Suddenly, a huge sound filled the air. It was as loud as thunder and sounded like a combination 
between a roar and a low, rumbling growl. 

“What the what?” blurted Luke. 


Ta-mesah flinched visibly and then froze. A few moments later, he slowly lifted his long snout to 
sniff the air. Alex realized that what had been a crocodile mask in life had now become the Death 
Walker’s head. Even more amazing: This ten-foot-tall, croc-headed undead powerhouse was very 
clearly scared. 

On either side of their master, the two massive crocodiles called back in response. Their low, 
huffing growls sounded like layers peeled off from the original sound. Suddenly, Alex understood 
where that thunderous roar had come from — and why even Ta-mesah was afraid. He remembered the 
old thief’s words: You will know the devourer by her cry ... 

He turned to others, wide-eyed. “It’s Ammit.” 

Ren had just removed her hands from her ears and nodded. She knew the legend, too. It was fear 
of Ammit’s jaws at the weighing of the heart ceremony that caused the Death Walkers to flee the 
afterlife in the first place. And as the roar split the sky again, Alex recognized it as the angry product 
of a croc’s mouth and a lion’s lungs. 

Ta-mesah recognized it, too. Alex watched him slink back toward the building and disappear 
inside the open mouth of its doorway. The gods are stronger ... The crocs called back once again and 
then fell silent. Alex sized up the sinister sentries. They were big, but their legs looked short and 
stubby. “This is our chance to get inside,” he said. 

After arguing earlier, Ren and Luke were suddenly on the same page. “Are you nuts?” they said 
simultaneously. 

“Now they’re both in there!” said Ren. 

“Maybe they’re hiding?” ventured Alex. 

“Maybe they’re waiting!” she countered. 

“Its our only chance,” he said. “Once he comes back out, we’ll be stuck here till dark — and then 
it will be just as dangerous outside.” 

Luke looked around. “Those spooky voices are definitely getting louder,” he admitted. “It’s like a 
ghost concert out here — and I don’t like the sound of that roar, either.” 

Ren still looked unconvinced, though, and Alex played the only card he had left. He pointed to the 
nearest portal, hanging in the air. “Somewhere nearby, there’s another of these that an army of the 
dead is marching through to New York.” 

Ren’s expression shifted quickly from skeptical to resolute. She looked back toward the buildings. 
“Okay,” she said, “but what about the crocodiles?” 

Alex sized them up one last time. The animals were at least sixty feet from the doorway. Here at 
the edge of the field, the friends were half as far away — and with legs twice as long. “Don’t worry 
about them,” he said. 

“Yeah, they look even slower than you two,” said Luke. “And that’s saying something.” 

Ren glared at the menacing crocs. “We’ve come a long way for this,” she said. “What’s thirty 
more feet?” 


As the crocs settled back onto their bellies to bask in the last rays of sun, Alex realized how true 
that was. They really had come a long way. He had gone froma life on the sidelines to one in the thick 
of the action. From a kid too fragile for gym class to one preparing for a life-or-death sprint straight 
toward danger. Kneeling next to him, the cousin who had betrayed them in the desert was now an 
Amulet Keeper himself. 

And Ren? As Alex gathered his legs underneath him and crouched down low, he took one last 
look over at his best friend. She’d struggled to come to terms with a world of magic and mummies, 
secret signs and changing rules. From London to Luxor, she’d struggled mightily with her ibis. But 
here in this strange otherworld, she had harnessed its power to lead them right where they needed to 
go. And she was preparing to sprint straight toward the unknown. 

Ren turned and caught him looking. “What?” she said. 

“Nothing,” said Alex. 

“Whatever,” said Ren. “Now, what’s your plan for the Walkers?” 

“We’ll catch them by surprise or sneak around them,” he said. “We’ll use our amulets, if we have 
to. We’ve done this before.” 

Ren gave him a deeply skeptical look. “Not with two...” 

“Okay, fine,” said Alex. “I just came up with a new plan. It comes in three parts.” 

He crouched down deeper and relayed the first part: “On your mark ... ” 

He touched his hands to the ground in front of him. 

“Get set ... ” He raised up into a sprinter’s stance. Beside him, Luke did the same. The two boys 
clearly had the same plan. Which was ... 

“Go!” blurted Alex as he and Luke took off running. 

“Wait, what? That’s it?” called Ren, but she took off right behind them. 

In a blink — much faster than Alex had imagined possible — the two huge crocs took off running, 
too. 

It was dinnertime. 


Light in the Darkness 


Ren’s legs pumped furiously as the huge carnivores converged on the friends from either side, 
rushing toward them in a brisk, improbable gallop. 

“How are they so fast?” Alex yelped. 

“I saw them gallop like this in a nature documentary once,” called Ren. “I assumed it was on fast- 
forward!” 

As the crocs closed in, Ren saw Luke reach up toward his amulet and disappear in a blur. Fast- 
forward indeed, she thought. He reappeared a moment later, under the stone archway at the building’s 
entrance. 

Now it was just her and Alex left on the menu. She had two choices: rush straight forward toward 
two waiting Death Walkers or stop and be eaten. He called this a plan? She was so angry at Alex that 
she almost wished he’d trip. She turned that anger to energy, edging past him despite his longer legs. 
The open doorway was just up ahead now, ten feet away. Luke waved them forward from inside: 
Come on! Come on! The crocs were coming from either side, maybe twenty feet away. She did the 
math. 

They would make it. She eased up ever so slightly — as Alex went sprinting past Luke into the 
dark open mouth of the building. 

Behind them, the massive crocs collided with a sound like two thick T-bone steaks being slapped 
together. Ren rushed inside, and Luke reached out to slow her down. “Thanks,” she said. She scanned 
the dark entryway: no immediate sign of the Walkers. She felt a brief flash of relief, but it vanished as 
she turned back toward the entrance and realized their croc troubles weren’t over yet. Either of the 
creatures could fit inside the archway, filling the entry with snapping jaws and blocking off all 
escape. 

The two beefy beasts untangled themselves from their collision. Then slowly and in perfect 
unison, they turned their big beady eyes toward the entrance — and the tender little morsels inside. 


“They’re going to come in here, aren’t they?” said Luke. “And then we’re pretty much done for.” 

“Yep.” 

The larger of the two behemoths took a step toward the entrance, a string of saliva hanging from 
its slightly open mouth. Luke whispered, “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” 

“Wait,” said Ren. “Don’t go out there. We’ll figure something out in here, hide in the dark or 
something.” 

“Nah,” said Luke. “You two do your thing. P11 hold off these things. I’m not the smartest guy — 
but you said it yourself: Crocodiles are dumb as mud.” 

He touched his amulet and disappeared back into the daylight. A split second later, he appeared in 
front of the monstrous crocs. “Here, lizard, lizard, lizard!” he called. 

The closest one lunged. Ren held her breath — but Luke was already gone. 

She exhaled and turned back into the darkness. She hoped he’d be able to distract the cold- 
blooded killers for long enough — and she hoped he wouldn’t get eaten in the process. All of which 
meant one thing: She trusted him again. She even kind of liked him. Risking your life repeatedly for 
someone tends to have that effect. 

It was the other one she was still mad at. 

“Alex?” she hissed, heading down the dark tunnel of the entryway, her wide-open eyes 
desperately searching the darkness for friend and foe alike. 

There was no response for a few steps, and then she heard his voice: “I’m here.” 

She flinched with fear and then swatted out blindly at him. 

“Where’s Luke?” he said. 

“Saving our bacon,” she answered, slapping what felt like his shoulder. “Great plan, by the way: 
On your mark, get set, go!” 

“Tt worked, didn’t it?” he said. 

As glib as his words were, his voice told her that he was scared. His voice and common sense: 
Anything could be in here with them. Would the next voice in her ear rise from the lifeless lungs of a 
Death Walker? She lowered her hand, sucked in a deep breath, and waited for her eyes to adjust to 
the darkness. 

Slowly, the fading light filtering in from the open entryway revealed a high-ceilinged hallway. It 
ended five feet from them in a massive stone door. “That thing looks like it weighs a ton,” Ren 
whispered. “Like, literally, a ton.” 

“At least we know where the Spells are,” said Alex. 

“Yeah, and the Death Walkers,” said Ren. This was bad. No light or sound escaped from inside, 
so there was no way to know what awaited them, and she was sure the big stone slab would grind 
loudly against the floor if they opened it. She wondered if they even could. She glanced over at 
Alex’s shadowy silhouette. Maybe he can push it open with his amulet, she thought. But what then? 

She looked down at her own amulet, glowing softly in the murk. She still hadn’t been able to 


move heavy objects with it the way Alex and Todtman could. The ibis was a symbol of Thoth. He 
was the ancient Egyptian god of wisdom, writing, and moonlight, and apparently he didn’t do manual 
labor. Still, the ibis had its own unique abilities. 

Standing there in the dark, she got a bright idea. 


+++ 3 


Alex could hear his heart beating as he crouched down on one side of the door. Ren was barely 
visible on the other side, and he dearly hoped she knew what she was doing. 

Finally, the moment they’d been waiting for — and dreading — arrived. 

Stone ground loudly against stone, drowning out even Alex’s racing heart, as the door began to 
open inward. Flickering firelight leaked out into the hall, only to be eclipsed by a massive figure. 

Ta-mesah’s reputation preceded him — and so did his snout. Before he’d even pushed his toothy 
visage all the way into the hall, a second figure appeared directly behind him. In the wash of firelight 
Alex would see the glossy venom bulb at his side. 

Now, Ren, he thought. 

He closed his eyes tightly as she sprang to her feet. 

FWOOOP! 

Even through his eyelids, the blinding white flash lit Alex’s vision. 

Ta-mesah grunted in pain and surprise, and the Stung Man once again covered his eyes too late, 
nearly stinging his own face in the process. 

Unnoticed, Alex slipped quietly past them, through the door, and inside the chamber. 

The room was half lit by a small stone pool with yellow-orange flames dancing on its surface. 
Alex desperately searched the deep shadows. 

Speed was key now. The rapid-fire slap of Ren’s footsteps had already disappeared down the 
hallway. Taking a page from Luke’s playbook, she was trying to lure at least one of the dazzled Death 
Walkers into pursuit. But there was no guarantee they would take the bait. 

Alex’s thoughts were interrupted by movement. A shadowy blur buzzed past his ear. Turning to get 
a better look at it, he saw a second shape fill his vision: dark purple in the faint firelight and the size 
of a Thanksgiving turkey. He ducked and it flew inches over his head, tearing out half a dozen strands 
of hair as it went. 

Alex gasped from the pain, but the sound was drowned out by an angry buzzing that grew louder 
with each passing second, as if he’d just stepped on a hornets’ nest. 

Hornets, he thought. Oh no. An image flashed through his mind: a ragged figure, teeming and torn, 
ona rooftop in Cairo. 

Suddenly, the deafening buzz fell silent. A hollow, desolate voice that rose up in its place, and a 
nightmare stepped clear of the shadows, revealing itself in the flickering glow. 


S++ +++ 


Ren bolted out of the dark entryway as if shot froma gun. There was no need to adjust to the daylight. 
Dusk had come to the land of the dead. She looked around desperately for any sign of approaching 
croc jaws. Instead, she saw Luke literally grabbing one of the toothy beasts by the tail. It seemed like 
the definition of a bad idea, but Luke caught sight of her and shouted an explanation. “They were 
giving up on trying to catch me,” he shouted. “Just trying to keep their attention!” 

“Look out!” Ren shouted in response. 

The croc swung its big head around but couldn’t reach him. The second croc gave it another go, 
lunging at him from nearby. But before it could even sniff Nikes, Luke vanished in a blur. In his 
sudden absence, the crocs turned toward Ren and eyed her greedily. Ren swallowed hard. She didn’t 
know if she looked more appetizing, but she was sure she looked slower. They sprinted toward her. 

Behind her, she could hear heavy footfalls echoing through the entry hall. Two sets. Both Death 
Walkers were in pursuit — and close. She was in between a croc and a hard place. Would she be 
torn apart? Stung to death? Something worse? 

She took off running, putting everything she had into one quick burst of speed. 

Her legs strained, her head pounded, her lungs burned — and her plan worked. 

The two crocodiles shot like rockets toward the spot where she’d been standing, just outside the 
entrance to the building. The closest one lunged for her, just missing her left leg as she scooted past it 
and into the clear. Even with walnut-sized brains, the crocs knew better than to collide again. But it 
hadn’t occurred to them not to block the exit. The second croc lunged at Ren, too, partially climbing 
over the other one’s back to do it. Together they formed a wide wall of twisting reptilian flesh just 
outside the entryway. 

The Walkers hit the brakes, stopping just short of the living roadblock. Ta-mesah released a 
hoarse, huffing growl. He grabbed the big beasts by the backs of their necks and tossed them aside 
with mindboggling strength. 

Before the crocs even landed, Ren hit the wall of barley like an arrow, disappearing inside. 

“Nice move,” she heard. The voice came from right beside her, and she jumped nearly as high as 
the tall grain. But it was only Luke. She shushed him and grasped her amulet tight so that she could 
understand the Walkers’ words. 

“Forget her,” rumbled Ta-mesah, scanning the wall of grain and slowing to a walk. “She is just 
trying to lure us away from the boy.” 

Still trying, Ren reached out with her free hand and rustled the stalks all around her. The Walkers 
ignored the desperate gesture. 

“True,” said the Stung Man. “And he is dead by now. Let us go see if there’s anything left of him.” 

Ren’s blood ran cold. The crocs, the Stung Man, Ta-mesah — they were all right here — but he 
was confident Alex was dead. Had she let her best friend run straight into a trap? Was there 


something else lying in wait inside? Something even worse? 


Facing the Founder 


Alex wasn’t dead. Not yet, anyway. 

The bizarre figure before him was toying with him, as a cat would a mouse. “I founded The Order 
long ago, when civilization itself was still young and Egypt was new.” 

The founder paused, his rasping voice winding down like a buzz saw. Alex stared at him, 
horrified and transfixed. A churning swirl of purple and black enveloped him like a thick, liquid suit. 
Now and then an insect’s eye or a translucent wing appeared in the mix, only to be sucked back into 
the maelstrom. Large, wasp-like bodies bubbled up and disappeared. Sometimes a gap appeared and 
Alex caught a glimpse of the founder’s desiccated body beneath. Alex understood now that this was 
the very first Death Walker. 

“I see you have met my friends,” said the founder. He plunged one bony, clawlike hand into his 
own swirling chest and plucked one of the ghostly wasps. Free from the teeming mix, it grew from the 
size of a sparrow to the size of an eagle and snapped at the air with jagged needle-sharp teeth. 
Without even looking at it, the founder plunged it back in. “They started as spirits — human souls. 
They were drawn to me, because my spirit was stronger. But over the centuries, I have taken over 
those spirits. We have become a sort of hive. Now they hunger for other souls to consume.” He 
paused. “As you will see in a moment.” 

Alex knew that the founder would soon devour him, body and soul. He knew he should fight, but 
the idea seemed absurd. What could I possibly do to this ancient creature? Right now it was one 
being, more or less. Blasting it with wind or launching some object at it would just scatter the hive — 
which would pick him clean in seconds. 

Alex’s heart raced with fear and sank with despair at the same time. Because the real pity of it 
was that he had come so close to his goal. So very close. 

On a raised stone platform directly beside the founder lay the Lost Spells of the ancient Egyptian 
Book of the Dead. They were covered over with the thin linen of the concealment spells, but he knew 


they were there. They had given hima second life, and he could feel them in his blood. 

“Yes, the Spells,” said the founder, following his eyes. “For so long we searched for them: a 
power far greater than our own, a power beyond imagination. And now they are ours. Perhaps I 
should thank you, but you have caused us trouble as well. So instead, you will die.” 

Alex searched his mind desperately for some escape. He was too far into the room to sprint for 
the door. There was nothing substantial to hide behind. Even if fighting was futile, he would have to 
try. 

Alex heard heavy footsteps at the door behind him. He didn’t dare turn around, but he knew that 
the other Walkers had returned. 

The founder smiled. Vain in the way powerful men have always been, he’d simply been waiting 
for an audience. He raised one hand, and the hive began to grow there, like a grotesque, inflating fist. 
Wings sprouted, buzzing loudly; eyes appeared. 

But Alex clung tightly to something the Death Walker had just said: A power far greater than our 
own. 

The founder was more powerful than him. Ta-mesah was more powerful than him. Even the Stung 
Man, whom he’d defeated before, was beyond harm here. But none of them were the most powerful 
thing in this room. 

As the leader lowered his churning arm toward him, Alex used the power of the scarab for the 
smallest of tasks. 

He flipped aside the light, age-yellowed linen of the concealment spells. 

A wave of power spread through the room like a ripple on smooth water. It was barely visible — 
just a brief wink and bend to the firelight — but the effect was profound. 

The founder held his vengeful spirits as he turned to look at the powerful ancient text. The other 
two Death Walkers, who’d been hovering near the door to avoid being caught in the carnage, took a 
step back. 

Alex was barely aware of any of it. His head swam and his knees nearly buckled. All he could do 
was stare at the Spells that had brought him back. As he did, the ancient scroll’s ink-black text began 
to glow a soft gold. 

This is your chance, he told himself. Your last chance. 

For a moment, no one moved. Even the swarming spirits fell nearly still. And then, his legs 
wobbly and his vision lit by stars and phantom symbols, Alex teetered forward. 

The founder took a step to block him, but Alex willed his dazzled eyes to focus and his breathless 
lungs to speak. “Get back!” he managed. “I have activated the Spells!” 

“You can’t wield this power,” said the founder. He punctuated his words with a dismissive snort. 
But he didn’t take another step. 

Alex wobbled forward like a baby deer on ice. “Of course I can,” he said, his voice little more 
than a pained gasp. 


“He’s used the Book of the Dead before,” said the Stung Man. “He banished me here before the 
doors were fully opened.” 

The founder looked at the Stung Man carefully. “The Book is one thing,” he said. “The Lost Spells 
are another.” He turned back to Alex and repeated himself: “You can’t wield this power!” 

Alex stumbled past him, passing mere feet from the deadly swarm. “Why not?” he mumbled. With 
the Spells so close, he felt like he was speaking underwater, but he poured everything he had left into 
his next words. “My mother used them ... And my father.” 

The founder glared at him. “Enough. I will destroy you.” 

The words formed clearly in Alex’s troubled mind: The gods are stronger ... 

“No!” he shouted. “With a word, I can summon the Devourer! Her ancient name glows at the top 
of this page. Don’t you see it?” 

It was a bluff. A total bluff. The top line could have said Cheez Whiz for all he knew. He could 
barely see the walls with all the stars swirling in his eyes, much less read a scroll. With one last 
lurch, he stumbled toward the stone platform. Just inches from the Spells, his blood ran hot and his 
head went blank. He flung his free hand up gracelessly, but it worked. The concealment spells flapped 
upward like a wing and then fell across the face of the scroll. 

Alex’s head cleared slightly, and he scooped the ancient texts up against his chest: the thin, gauzy 
concealment spells and the heavy old scroll they guarded. It felt like hugging an electric eel, but he 
held on tight. 

“One word!” he blurted, doubling down on his bluff. 

Then he turned unsteadily and lurched out of the room. 

With hate in their eyes, his stunned enemies let him pass. 

Out in the hallway, he pulled the linen veil tight over the old scroll and took off running. 


VIII 


The Sensation of Flight 


As soon as Alex began to run, the Walkers realized he’d been bluffing and came after him. Alex 
bolted out the short hallway at full speed and rushed between the crocs, now lying motionless on their 
backs. He heard Ta-mesah’s heavy footsteps slap the stone floor of the hallway and then soften as they 
hit dirt. He was right behind him! 

“Over here!” Ren called from somewhere in the field. 

Alex angled toward the sound and grimaced as Luke added: “Don’t look back, cuz!” 

He did his best to protect the ancient Spells with his arms as he ducked his head and rammed into 
the barley. Luke and Ren were waiting a few rows in. 

“I have them!” Alex gasped. “We need to get back to the portal where we came in!” 

“Okay,” said Ren, already turning to run. “We can head to the riverbank and follow it back!” 

The three friends crashed and stomped through the tall, fragile stalks. 

With his friends beside him, their long-sought prize in his arms, and the concealing crops all 
around, a wave of hope washed over him. The Spells had saved his life twice now — and he’d just 
gotten a glimpse of their power. Three unstoppable Walkers had been held hostage by the mere threat 
of it. 

But it wasn’t just the Spells they feared: It was Ammit. The gods really were stronger. Anubis had 
turned the Walkers back at the river. He was the guardian of the afterlife, and his word was law here. 
But Ammit was the enforcer of that law, and her jaws brought oblivion. 

As Alex ran, the stalks stinging his face, a wild thought occurred to him: Maybe they could win. 

And if they did ... This whole time, he’d been almost as afraid of finding the Spells as of not 
finding them. They could save his world, but they could also end his life. He’d been willing to risk it 
before. 

But now? Knowing that this plot began long before him, that his mom had never abandoned him, 
and that the Spells in his arms scared his enemies stiff ... He still wanted to win, but feeling the wild 


elation of escape, the sensation of flight as he ran alongside his friends, he knew something else. He 
wanted to live, too. But how? 

A sound much louder than three grain-stomping kids rose up behind them. Alex looked back over 
his shoulder and saw the barley bend forward in a massive wave. As it did, Alex felt a swift slap 
strike his whole body at once. “Guh!” he blurted, stumbling onto one knee. 

Ren was knocked to the ground beside him. Only Luke managed to keep his balance. All around 
them, acres of slender stalks were pushed to the ground as they were overrun by the invisible wave. 
Regaining his balance and turning once again, Alex saw the source. The hulking frame of Ta-mesah 
stood in the twilit distance. His arms were extended and his palms thrust outward. 

He had used his formidable powers to flatten the grain. 

The three Amulet Keepers were suddenly out in the open. Movement caught Alex’s eye and he 
raised his gaze to the gray sky, which was turning a deep, bruise-like purple behind them, clouding 
over with a swarm of fast-flying shapes. 

Ren scrambled to her feet, eyes darting back at the rows of flattened grain and up at the swarm of 
hungry spirits. “The portal’s too far away,” she said. “We’ll never make it!” 

“We have to try,” called Luke, reaching down to help Ren up. He alone had the speed to escape, 
but he wouldn’t do it without them. 

They turned and ran across the flattened field. 


S++ + 


Ta-mesah had flattened the grain all the way to the edge of the field, and Ren squinted into the dim 
distance as she ran. 

And there it was: an army on the march. 

An uninterrupted line of men appeared out of a glowing gateway in the air at one end, only to 
march steadily forward and disappear into the air at the other. Ren had seen this before, when her 
amulet had shown it to her. She knew they were stepping out of one false door and into another, 
traveling from Egypt to New York by a macabre shortcut through the afterlife. 

An odd feeling washed over her overheated system. As the infernal buzzing grew louder and 
closer and as the Death Walkers closed in, she stared at the spot where the undead soldiers were 
disappearing. New York, she thought. At least I’ll die close to home. 

The fading gray twilight was filled with darkening swirls and whorls and streaks. Wails and 
growls and disembodied gasps filled her ears. Soon this would be the menacing nighttime world 
she’d seen on her first trip to the afterlife — if she lived that long. She turned her attention to the 
uneven ground in front of her. As she did she saw a faint but familiar glow hanging in the gray air just 
up ahead. Her muscles burning and her legs pumping, she looked a little closer. 

“PUH!” she gasped as she felt a hard, sharp push from behind. 


She stumbled forward, falling through the spectral light and into darkness. 


Back Where It All Started 


Sure, Alex felt bad about pushing his best friend through the glimmering portal. And maybe he felt 
a little weird about grabbing his cousin by the hand and tugging him through. But he felt worse about 
tripping over Ren once he leapt through himself, and worse still when Luke fell through on top of him. 

“Duh-off!” he blurted as his foot caught Ren’s leg, and he blurted something worse when Luke 
sandwiched him onto the hard floor. He did his best to land on his shoulder and protect the ancient 
Spells from the impact. 

As Luke rolled free, Alex shot a look back to make sure nothing was coming through the portal 
after them. Had they lost them in the dim light and distance? he wondered desperately. And if so, 
for how long? 

He turned to examine their new surroundings. They could be anywhere there was a false door, 
including some old tomb deep beneath the ground. As he looked around, he realized that they were in 
a tomb. But the mix of natural and electric light told him that this tomb was in a museum. 

“Why does it look so —” Ren began. 

“Familiar,” said Alex. He was sure now: the immaculately restored old stone, the little silver 
information plaques, the lights burning softly overhead ... He turned back to the others, unable to keep 
the smile from his face. ““We’re at the Met,” he said. ““We’re home!” 

They were in the big, reconstructed tomb at the entrance to the Egyptian wing, the one that always 
had a line snaking through it in the summer. Alex peered out of the tomb mouth and saw the back of the 
north-side ticket booths. Beyond that, huge banners hung down from the ceiling of the Great Hall. 
Sunlight streamed in the museum’s high windows. It had been twilight in Egypt, but it was still 
midday in New York. 

“Finally,” said Ren, her voice breaking with emotion. 

The three climbed to their feet, grunting and groaning as their bumps and bruises required. Alex 
carefully refolded the concealment spells. His head swam, and a hot, static energy tingled through his 


fingers as he touched the scroll beneath them, but he felt better again as soon as he pulled the linen 
veil tight. He removed his old backpack and stuffed the bundle deep inside, putting the old scrolls 
already in there on top to pin the protective linen in place. 

“PII take that,” said Ren. “I know they make you kind of swoony.” 

Alex didn’t argue — they did make him swoony. He handed over the pack, and she put it on. 

Alex looked out into Room 100 of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, a place as familiar to him as 
the lobby of his own apartment building. The lights were low, and the room was empty. The museum 
was closed tight in the middle of the day. Alex edged out of the tomb mouth. 

“See anything?” asked Ren, a few steps behind him. 

“Hear anything?” added Luke, a few steps behind her. 

“Nothing,” he said, turning back to them. They were quite a sight. Ren’s nose was running from 
her allergies, and tears from her watering eyes had carved tracks through the thick layer of dirt and 
grain dust on her cheeks. Luke looked like the “Before” picture in a laundry detergent ad. 

“How did you know this portal led back to New York?” asked Ren. 

“I didn’t,” Alex admitted, lowering his voice as they eased silently out of the room and toward the 
ticket booths. “But I figured that’s where all those mummies were headed, and this one was close by. 
Plus, you know, we were about to get torn into a million pieces by those wasp things.” 

Ren nodded, satisfied with his deductive reasoning. 

“Good call,” added Luke. 

They edged past the empty ticket booths and looked out into the grand marble expanse of the 
museum’s entrance hall. The huge old building felt solid and familiar, but far from safe. Just up ahead, 
near the center of the hall, flashing red light washed in through the tall glass doors and painted the 
walls and floors. The friends rushed toward it. 

“Tt looks like a war zone,” said Ren once they reached the big glass doors. 

Alex could only nod. Wooden barricades and stacked sandbags lined the streets in front of the 
museum. The flashing lights came from two NYPD cruisers parked on Fifth Avenue, bookending two 
large, blocky armored personnel carriers with thick knobby tires. Alex craned his neck to look up 
East 82nd Street. He saw a cloud of thick gray-and-black smoke billowing up in the distance. 
Somewhere nearby, a fire was raging. 

Silhouetted figures shifted inside the police cruisers, but there was no traffic and the normally 
packed sidewalks were deserted. A city of millions was on lockdown. The only sound was the 
rumble of the army vehicles’ idling engines purring through the safety glass. Police, military, open 
fires, and empty streets ... He could hardly believe this was the same bustling city where he’d grown 
up. 

“My parents,” moaned Ren. “I hope they’re okay.” 

“Tm with you on that,” said Luke solemnly. And Alex thought of his well-meaning aunt and uncle, 
and all that Luke had suffered to keep them safe. 


“Yeah,” Alex said, “but before we find our families —” 

“I know, bro,” said Luke. “What’s the plan?” 

“Call Cairo,” Alex said, the red lights washing over his dirt-smeared face. “I can’t use these 
Spells — they knock me for a loop — but my mom can. And then she can, you know, save the world.” 

“Yeah, that part sounds important,” agreed Luke. 

The friends took one more look out at the war zone where they’d grown up and then headed 
toward the main office. “So how did you escape from all those Death Walkers back there, anyway?” 
Ren asked Alex. 

Alex managed half a smile. “I told them Ammit was on the way.” 

“They are really scared of that dude, huh?” said Luke. 

“She’s a lady,” said Alex. “Sort of. But yeah: really scared.” 

They walked quietly for a while and then Ren leaned in toward Alex and said a few hesitant 
words: “I was thinking ... ” 

Alex smiled at her. “That doesn’t surprise me.” 

She got to the point. “The Walkers are afraid of the gods. And the gods definitely don’t seem to 
like the Walkers. Did you hear the way Anubis talked about them? He knew they were evil ... ” 

“They don’t exactly keep that a secret,” said Alex. 

“Don’t you get it?” she said. “What if the gods could do something more than scare them? What if 
they could do what they’re scared of? They’re afraid of that ceremony, the weighing of the heart. 
They’ re afraid of being judged. What if there was someway to, I don’t know, put them on trial?” 

“That would be awesome,” said Alex. It was as if his best friend had read his mind — and then 
taken his thoughts a step further. The two had known each other nearly their entire lives, and their 
thoughts often ran along the same lines, like two trains on parallel tracks, with Ren’s maybe half a 
length ahead. But all tracks still led to the same question that had stopped Alex before. “But how do 
we get the gods to do it?” he said. 

“Yeah,” Ren answered. “That’s the thing.” 
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A few minutes later, they were in Alex’s mom’s office. Alex had the emergency cell phone she kept in 
her bottom drawer pressed to his ear. His finger shook as he held it steady next to a line midway 
down the Hs in his mom’s address book: “Dr. Hesaan, Cairo.” 

Now they had to hope that one flickering bar of service — Alex imagined one last stubbornly 
functional cell tower somewhere in the Bronx — would be enough to connect two crisis-crippled 
cities six thousand miles apart. 

The phone rang: once, twice, three — “Who is this?” 

The connection was weak, but the voice was familiar. Alex exhaled mightily and put the phone on 


speaker for the others. “Hey, Dr. Hesaan,” he said. “It’s Alex. Can I talk to my mom, or Todtman?” 

“So they have telephones in the afterlife now,” said Hesaan. “Strange days ... But they are both 
here. Just a second.” 

It was Todtman who came on the line. He listened carefully to what Alex had to tell him. “New 
York?” he said. 

“Yeah,” breathed Alex, hardly believing it himself. “Right back where it all started.” 

Todtman was silent, thinking. 

“Where it started and where it will end,” he said at last. “You must stay where you are. We will 
come to you.” 

Alex could only imagine how long that would take. “What if they find us first? They’re going to 
figure out where we went sooner or later.” 

“Then let us hope it is later. We are on the way. Stay out of sight, and keep the Spells safe.” 

Ren grabbed the phone from Alex’s hands and got right to her point. “I can’t stay here,” she said. 
“I have to go home and check on my parents. It’s not far.” 

“I am sorry, Ren, but you must stay there. We will need you for this. We will need everyone. You 
have been away from home a long time, but the risk is too great. Peshwar and her army control most 
of the city by now.” 

“But —” she protested. 

“Please, Ren, stay safe,” pleaded Todtman. “This will all be over soon ... One way or the other.” 

The line went dead. 

But outside the office, a stronger buzz was already growing. 
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Company 


Alex rushed toward the door and closed it as quickly and quietly as he could. He listened closely 
as the noise grew louder and angrier. “It’s coming from the hall,” he whispered. 

“Its one of those bugs, isn’t it?” said Luke. 

Alex tried to think of something — anything — else it could be. But he couldn’t. He nodded 
slowly, his eyes on the frosted glass panes alongside the door. 

The buzzing grew louder, closer. 

A shadowy shape flashed past out in the hallway, and Alex gasped. He looked over at Ren, asking 
the question with his wide-open eyes: Did it see us? 

The buzzing grew softer and then, very suddenly, louder. Alex turned back toward the door — 
where a dark shape was hovering on the other side of the frosted glass. The spirit wasp flew back a 
few inches and then rammed its body into the pane. WHUMP! 

Alex’s hand fumbled beneath his shirt for his amulet. 

WHUMP! WHUMP! 

It tried two more times to break the glass, but then seemed to reconsider. For a long moment, it 
just stared in at them with dark, malevolent eyes. Then it turned and disappeared back down the 
hallway. 

“Oh no,” said Ren. 

“What?” said Alex. “Isn’t it a good thing it went away?” 

Ren shook her head. “It’s a scout,” she said. “It found us.” 

“Oh, snap!” said Luke. “It’s going back to snitch.” 

The three friends took off after it, but by the time they reached the hallway, they’d lost the 
speeding spirit. 

“We have to stop it before it goes back through the portal!” said Alex urgently. 


With his amulet, Luke was more than fast enough to catch the bug as it bugged out — but he didn’t 
know his way around the museum. Instead, he ran alongside the others as they navigated the twisty 
interior, taking every shortcut they knew. They finally caught sight of the thing in the Great Hall. 
“There!” called Alex. 

“Give me something to throw over it!” called Luke. But they had nothing. Luke tried to strip off 
his Under Armour top while at a full run and wiped out on the slick tile, sliding across the polished 
floor with his shirt over his head. 

It darted through the ticket booths, utterly ignoring the “suggested donation” sign. 

A few moments later, Alex and Ren sprinted into Room 100 just in time to see the infernal bug 
enter the big tomb. 

Ren tried to blast it with her ibis, but the bug was already inside the stone entryway. 

“No!” cried Alex as the thing flew full speed into the false door. The buzzing disappeared 
instantly. 

Whoomp! Luke appeared by their side, holding his shirt in one hand and his amulet in the other. 
“Where'd it go?” 

Alex lifted his chin toward the ancient portal. 

The only sound in the quiet room was the three friends, breathing hard. 

“T think we’re going to have company,” huffed Alex. 

A man’s voice boomed through the room: “Oh, but you already do.” 
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The Day Turns Red 


“Gah! Todtman!” huffed Ren as Alex clutched his chest. “Don’t scare us like that!” 

“Tut mir leid,” said the German, leaning on his walking stick. “I am sorry. But I am more sorry 
that we could not stop that pest. I had just turned the corner when I saw it flash by.” 

As if to demonstrate the process, Dr. Bauer rounded the corner. Alex rushed over to hug her. 
“Careful, hun!” she said, and he pulled up short and did his best to hug her healthy side. She reached 
down and ruffled his hair. Then he did a double take. “Wait, where did you two come from?” 

Todtman flashed his quick, sly smile and said, “There are many false doors in this museum.” 

“But you only have one amulet,” said Ren. 

“T’man Amulet Keeper, too, though,” said Dr. Bauer. “And I held on very tight.” 

Todtman waved away the pleasantries and scanned the three kids quickly. “Where are the Spells? 
Are they safe?” 

Ren swung the backpack off. Todtman clucked once in disapproval. “They are thousands of years 
old, irreplaceable. They are not ... a math workbook.” 

“Actually, they’re surprisingly durable,” said Dr. Bauer, taking the backpack from Ren. “Strong 
magic makes for strong scrolls.” 

Alex watched his mom gracefully shift the backpack from one hand to the other. 

“You're moving a lot better,” he said. 

She turned and smiled. “I am full of Hesaan’s arthritis medication.” 

“Is that safe?” said Ren, and it occurred to Alex just what a good doctor she would make. 

“None of this is safe,” said Alex’s mom, unzipping the pack and peering inside. “But it does numb 
the pain.” 

Alex watched her pluck out the extra scrolls and lower them to the floor. There was only one 
scroll that mattered now, in the pack and in the world. “Mom,” said Alex, hesitating, unsure of what 
exactly he was asking. “Can the Lost Spells do ... other things?” 


“Yeah,” added Ren. “Can they, like, talk to the gods?” 

Dr. Bauer looked from one to the other. She knew when they were up to something. “All Egyptian 
spells invoke the old gods in some way,” she said. “But it’s not a conversation. It’s more like calling 
out a name and hoping for an echo. And the Lost Spells are quite specialized. They deal with the 
afterlife, its gateways and guardians.” 

“Guardians?” said Alex and Ren together. 

“Enough questions,” said Todtman. “We must use the Spells immediately. The Death Walkers and 
their army will be here in moments, too many and too powerful to oppose. We must repair the rift 
now.” 

He turned toward Dr. Bauer, put his hand on her arm, and looked her in the eyes. “Maggie,” he 
said. “Can you use the Spells here, now? We have little time.” 

She took one more look inside the pack, then glanced into the dark entryway of the tomb. “In 
there,” she said. “We should be close to a portal for this, within sight. It will have more effect that 
way. And if we close one, we close them all.” 

They filed back inside the old tomb. Before they made it halfway down the entryway, a huge 
crashing noise thundered out of the inner sanctum, followed by the brittle screech of cracking stone. 
All around them, the big stone structure began to rumble and shake. Something was coming through 
the portal. Something big. 

“Let’s get out of here!” called Alex. 

“There’s another portal in the Temple of Dendur,” said Alex’s mom. “We can use that!” 

They hustled out of the shaking structure toward the familiar temple. It was housed in the largest 
room in the museum, even bigger than the Great Hall. It had always been Alex’s favorite place at the 
Met. He’d spent days gazing out of the room’s soaring glass wall into Central Park, peering into its 
midnight black reflecting pool, or looking up at the ancient temple itself, brought over from Egypt and 
reconstructed block by block here. 

A heavy stone block crashed to the floor behind the friends as they headed deeper into the 
Egyptian wing. They wound their way through the maze of half-lit rooms, past grand granite statues 
and cases of glittering jewelry of gold, carnelian, turquoise, and lapis lazuli. A carving of the cow- 
headed goddess Hathor gazed out at them with big, sad eyes as they rushed by. A quick glance was 
enough for Alex to recognize each exhibit. He’d spent his childhood here, and many of the items were 
as familiar to him as the decorations in his own bedroom. Would it all end here as well? 

He shook his head hard to clear it, but the thought would not be cleared. 

They reached the temple quickly, but it was not the safe haven they’d hoped for. Daylight streamed 
through the panes of the soaring three-story glass wall, and just outside a battalion of mummies 
swayed in sun. 

“There are like a brillion of them!” said Luke. 

It looked more like a few hundred to Alex, a small fraction of the overall army, but it was still 


more than enough to tear the Keepers limb from limb. “What are they waiting for?” said Ren. 

The answer came in a brilliant flash of crimson light outside the windows. As the day turned red, 
Alex swung around and saw the leader of the undead strike-force. The lioness-headed Peshwar stood 
at the front of her troops, supersized in death just as Ta-mesah had been. In her long, clawlike hand 
was a crackling crimson energy dagger. 

“Take cover!” shouted Todtman. 

As the Death Walker whipped her hand up and forward, the friends ducked behind the row of 
statues just inside the double doors. An explosion shook the room as the energy dagger blew a huge 
hole in the massive glass wall. 

The mummies began clambering clumsily inside, pausing only to allow their leader to step 
gracefully through the jagged opening. 

“We have to get out of here,” called Todtman. But as he turned toward the door, Alex saw him 
stop cold. Todtman began to slowly back up as Ta-mesah dipped his fearsome head through the 
doorway. A moment later, the Stung Man appeared, and a fierce buzzing grew in the room behind him 

“Over here,” called Dr. Bauer. “This way.” 

Not daring to take their eyes off the approaching enemies, the group followed her voice toward 
the southeast corner of the hangar-like room. 

“You cling to your lives like you cling to those Spells,” rumbled Ta-mesah, leveling his lifeless 
gaze at the huddled friends. “And soon, you will have neither.” 

But Dr. Bauer knew the great museum well, and she’d chosen this corner for a reason. A small 
side door there connected back to the western edge of the Egyptian wing. 

Alex knew it, too. And he knew they didn’t need to conquer their enemies. All they needed to do 
was protect his mom long enough for her to use the Spells. He tightened his left hand around the 
scarab. “Go!” he shouted as hurricane force wind shot out from his right hand. 

He formed his fingers into a tight spear, concentrating the wind, and aimed it right for Ta-mesah’s 
face. The force had little effect on the massive Walker — but at least Alex couldn’t hear what the big 
creep was saying anymore. 

A handful of mummies, their formerly bone-dry corpses half-soaked from wading through the 
reflecting pool, attempted to scramble around Ta-mesah’s hulking frame. Alex dialed back the mystic 
wind and let them. Then he redirected the blast low, mowing the mummies down like bowling pins. 

With the powerful wind no longer blasting his face, Ta-mesah charged forward, but his thick legs 
got tangled with the squirming mummies on the floor in front of him. Trying to kick free, he snapped 
one of mummies nearly in half and went down in a heap on top of the others. 

The Amulet Keepers took advantage of the opening and darted through the side door, into 
darkness. 
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Sacrifices 


The rooms on the western side of the wing had no windows, and were lit only by a few Exit signs. 
Alex blinked into the ruddy murk in time to see the others filing quickly into the next room. As he 
rushed to catch up, Alex could hear the shuffling stampede of bony feet behind him. 

As the group cleared the next room, Alex yanked the glass door closed behind them. That ought to 
hold them ... he thought. For about three seconds. Empty eye sockets were already gaping at him as 
he locked the door with his amulet. Leathery hands were already pounding on the glass as he turned to 
run. 

They just needed a few quiet minutes within sight of a portal for his mom to use the Spells. So 
close to their goal, he got a wild, cornered feeling, knowing that the Spells could kill him. His mom 
knew that, too. She’d had the Spells for weeks and been unwilling to take that chance. His feelings a 
jumble, he both hoped and feared she’d risk it now. 

He looked up at his mom, one hand clutching the Spells, the other grasping her injured side. He 
wanted to run alongside her — she’d sacrificed so much for him — but he stayed a few steps behind 
instead. He wanted even more to protect her. 

Behind them, the glass door exploded under some massive, unseen force. The friends ducked their 
shoulders and entered Room 100 from the opposite side of where they’d left it. Pursued by a wave of 
mummies and Death Walkers, they could do nothing but rush straight past the last of the portals. Alex 
exhaled when he saw no sign of the founder as they passed the ruined temple — but he simply hadn’t 
been looking hard enough. From one shadowy corner, a hovering member of the hive began to beat its 
wings furiously. The buzz rose to a high-pitched whine. 

“Zap it, Ren!” called Alex. 

FWOOP! 

White light washed the corner clean of shadow and seemed to stun the wasp spirit. It dipped in the 
air, the outer layer of its body turning to purple vapor. The urgent whine fell back to a buzz, but it was 


too late. Another wasp turned the corner to join it, and then a dozen more. 

Ren let out one more burst of mystic light as covering fire as the friends rushed out of the room. 
As the thundering stampede of mummies began to merge with the angry hum of swarming spirits, Alex 
closed and locked the big glass double doors behind them. 

They rushed back through the ticket booths, but in front of them lay the wide-open expanse of the 
Great Hall. 

“We’ll never make it across,” said Todtman. “They’ll tear us apart before we get halfway.” 

“Behind there,” said Dr. Bauer, pointing to the long counter along the wall where the museum sold 
memberships and event tickets. 

Ren turned and, running backward, released two more blinding flashes at the bodies and souls 
massing behind the heavy safety-glass doors. If their pursuers saw them slip behind the counter, it was 
all over. 

A moment later, they were all crouched behind the tall, dark counters. 

“We need a plan,” said Ren in an insistent, hissy whisper. “We can’t just keep running and 
hiding.” 

“If we stop running and hiding, we’re dead,” said Luke. 

The pounding on the big glass doors was turning to a brittle crackling as Todtman crept up 
alongside Alex and his mom. “You two stay here,” he said. 

“What?” said Alex as his mom said, “No!” 

He ignored them both. “The nearest portal is right behind you. We will lead them away. Stay quiet 
and perfectly still until we are gone. Then move fast — and do not fail!” 

“But it’s me they’re looking for,” said Dr. Bauer. “Me and the Spells.” 

“I know,” said Todtman. He closed his hand around his amulet. His eyes closed and his face 
reddened with effort. Two shimmering shapes appeared beside him: a boy and a woman, rough 
approximations of Alex and his mom. 

“Whoa,” gasped Alex. He reached out to touch his phantasmal twin, but his hand passed through. 

“Tt is only in your mind,” said Todtman. 

Prr-KRISH! The big double doors exploded outward. The crimson light washing the walls left no 
doubt as to the cause. As bits of safety glass rained down on the tile, the others sprang into action. 

“Good luck,” whispered Ren, before slipping out from behind the counter and into harm’s way. 

Alex was too stunned to respond and only managed to gasp “Ren” at the spot where she had been. 
It took everything he had, and his mom’s reassuring hand on his shoulder, to stay still as the others 
risked their lives leading The Order forces across the Great Hall and into the vast museum beyond. 

“Over here!” Alex heard Luke call as he used his speed to lure the lurching mummies and their 
deathly leaders as far away as possible. “No, over here!” he called as he zoomed farther down the 
hall. 

The strobe-light flash of Ren’s amulet washed the walls, followed by a crimson response from 


Peshwar. There was a loud explosion, but Alex exhaled as he saw a second flash, this one farther 
away. He knew that most of The Order’s forces would chase Todtman and his phantoms. He could 
only hope the old man could stay out of their deadly range. 

Just feet away, on the other side of the counter, mummies lurched and spirits buzzed. The big 
Death Walkers followed in turn, like tanks taking the field after the infantry. But after a few loud and 
terrifying minutes, the Great Hall fell silent. The others had succeeded in luring the enemies farther 
into the museum, up its marble stairs and into its masterpiece-filled galleries. 

Ren, Todtman, and Luke ... They were all risking their lives for this. Alex felt overwhelmed by 
their bravery, but more than that, he felt an obligation to do his part. 

“Let’s go,” he said, helping his mom to her feet. 

They had one more shot — bought at great cost — and they could not waste it. 

His mom nodded and rose. Their feet crunched through the shattered glass as they approached the 
first tomb, the stone cracked from where the Walkers had come through. It was dark and quiet inside 
Room 100. Except for ... an ominous and all-too-familiar buzzing. 

The founder was still inside the fractured tomb. The oldest Walker had released some of his hive 
to the chase, but the man himself had found his new nest. 

Slowly, very slowly, Alex and his mom backed away from the entrance. 

“Where now?” whispered Alex. 

“Dendur,” answered his mom. 

Eyes wide-open for any more stragglers, they hurried back toward the Temple of Dendur. 
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Ta-mesah took one more swipe at Alex’s image only to see his massive hand pass harmlessly through 
it. He released a ruffled huff that flared his croc nostrils. 

“They are illusions,” hissed Peshwar. “Tell us where the real ones are, old man.” 

Todtman stood in the shadowy back corner of the room, breathing hard, blood trickling from his 
nose and split lower lip. All around him, Greek statues bore silent witness to a brave man’s last 
stand. 

Cut off from the exit by two massive Death Walkers, he could run no more. “They are right here,” 
said Todtman, gesturing to the two phantom figures next to him. “Don’t you see them?” 

“I see your crude trick,” rumbled Ta-mesah, eyeing the shimmering shells. “The simple work of a 
street magician.” 

The flickering images vanished, and the smallest of smiles creased Todtman’s froggy features. 
“Not such a crude trick,” he said as a red glow lit up the room, turning the pale marble statues a 
garish pink. 

The energy dagger grew long and wicked in Peshwar’s hand. Todtman was certain his next words 


would be his last. “After all,” he said, “it has kept you both here, so far from where you need to be, 
for so very long.” 

Peshwar snarled as she whipped the deadly dagger straight toward him. Todtman tried to leap to 
the side, but his crippled leg betrayed him one last time. The crackling crimson dagger sank deep into 


his chest, and a heart that had begun beating some six decades earlier in a small village in Bavaria 
convulsed and fell still. 


His body crumpled to the cold tile floor. 
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The Lost Spells 


Alex and his mom were inside the shallow alcove of the Temple of Dendur. The Lost Spells were 
spread out across the floor, and the letters of the ancient text glowed softly as she chanted the first few 
lines in a rhythmic, almost trance-like voice. The power of the Spells had saved him once, but now it 
was taking a heavy toll. His vision was speckled with stars and phantom symbols, and his head was 
woozy. He sat gracelessly, legs straight out, shoulders against the side of the temple for support. 

Suddenly, his mom stopped chanting and looked up. The glow began to fade, and Alex’s head 
began to clear ever so slightly. “I can’t do it,” she said. 

Alex struggled to understand her through the slowly lifting fog in his mind. “You need the scarab,” 
he said, reaching for the chain around his neck with clumsy fingers. 

“No,” she said. “It’s not that. The scarab lets you read the language, understand the spells — that’s 
how it lets you use the Book of the Dead. But I already read this language and understand these spells. 
It’s ... you. Alex, you’re my son.” 

As overwhelmed as his mind was, he knew exactly what she meant. But he also remembered the 
sacrifice the others were making to buy them this time. “I know, but —” 

She cut him off. “If I close these doorways, if I undo the damage that I did... ” 

She didn’t have to finish. Alex knew the rest all too well: She could snuff him out like a birthday 
candle. How could he convince his own mother to risk his life? “But if you don’t ... ” he began. He 
didn’t need to finish that sentence, either. They both knew how it ended: in a death-shadowed world 
ruled by madmen. 

He met her eyes through the nebula of tiny stars that lit his vision. 

“I am proud of you,” she said, “and I love you, and ... I will try.” 

He saw a single tear roll down her cheek, and then he saw a huge figure looming up behind her. 

“Oh no,” he gasped, but it was already too late. The leader reached down and plucked the woman 
who had once been his wife from the floor by her shoulder. 


She screamed and kicked back at him with her boots. It was useless. “Alex,” she called. “The 
amulet.” 

Yes, he thought. He’d seen her use it before and knew she was a more experienced and powerful 
Amulet Keeper than he was. But as he reached up for the chain once again, the leader spared a quick 
glance for his son. He flicked his free hand in Alex’s direction, and an invisible wave of force 
slammed Alex back into the temple wall. Alex’s head bounced off stone with the sound of a coconut 
considering cracking. A jolt of pain shot through him, and he fought to stay conscious. As his eyes 
fluttered half closed, he saw his mom tossed across the tile platform in front of the temple. She landed 
on her injured side and slid like a broken toy. 

“No!” he called weakly. 

He struggled to stand, but battered from the blow and woozy from the Spells, he was like a boxer 
who couldn’t peel himself from the canvas. His legs twitched and jerked but refused to gather 
underneath him. One numb hand pawed his chest, managing only to push the scarab around, not grasp 
it. 

His mom’s body was still now, and as he stared at it, hoping for any sign of movement, the room 
began to fill up behind her. He caught snatches of it through his peripheral vision. The hulking figures 
of Ta-mesah and Peshwar, the ornate robes of the Stung Man, the sea of ragged wrapping as the 
mummies followed, the growing buzzing in the air. He didn’t know if they’d been called back by their 
leader or if their chase was simply over. 

Finally, he saw his mom’s hand twitch open and closed. Her legs straightened out and she flopped 
over onto her back. Alex could let himself breathe again. 

Meanwhile, The Order’s forces had massed beneath the temple’s raised platform, staring up at 
their leader. Alex saw something move out of the corner of his eye and turned to see Ren and Luke 
rush into the room last, following the forces they’d been trying to lead away, still trying to get their 
attention. They stopped cold inside the entrance, just short of the undead army in front of them. 

Alex saw the look of shock on Ren’s face as she spotted his mom’s crumpled body. Then he saw 
her face collapse as she spied him slumped inside the alcove. 

“It is over, Amulet Keepers,” called the leader, his booming voice echoing through the massive 
space. 

Ren’s small voice rose up in response: “Then give us our friends and we’ll leave.” 

A layer of mummies moved in between his friends and the door they’d come through, sealing off 
any escape. “You will get nothing,” said the leader, “and you will go nowhere.” 

Alex tried again to stand but succeeded only in flopping back to the floor — and attracting 
Peshwar’s attention. “The boy is alive, and near the Spells,” she hissed from her place near the edge 
of the platform. “Kill him now.” 

The leader looked back. “He can’t even rise to his feet in the presence of the Spells,” he said. 
“Much less give voice to the chants. He is no danger to us.” 


“Your weakness for the boy puts us in danger,” said Peshwar. 

The leader stared down at her. “Are you challenging me?” 

She bowed her head, pointing the empty sockets of the lioness skull at the floor, but still she 
spoke. “Kill them all,” she said. “It’s easy. Like this.” 

She tossed something toward the platform. As it clattered to a stop at the leader’s feet, Alex 
recognized Todtman’s walking staff. 

The realization that Todtman was dead hit him like a punch to the heart. But under Peshwar’s cruel 
gaze, he felt that sorrow turn to something else. Anger and loyalty and loss mixed in his battered body 
— and it gave him strength. His fingers found his amulet and finally closed around its familiar form. 
The ancient energy flowed through him. He looked over at the Lost Spells. He pulled himself closer. 

His father was right: He couldn’t stand in their presence or chant their words. But as he edged 
closer to the old scroll, he thought he just might be able to read them. The Spells were specialized, 
his mom had said. They dealt with the afterlife, with its gateways and guardians. 

As Alex’s vision filled with fresh pinpricks of light and his head lolled limply on his neck, he 
looked for the name of one guardian in particular. 

“Behind you!” called Peshwar. 

“The boy!” growled Ta-mesah. 

Alex knew the leader was turning toward him, knew he had only seconds left, but he dared not 
look up — and there it was! The name he was looking for. 

With all his remaining strength and all the breath left in his lungs, he called that name. Just one 
word, but he filled it with all the anger and sadness and helplessness he felt. His enemies had broken 
the rules, not just the laws of this world, but the laws of life and death. And they had done so cruelly 
and for the basest of all reasons: power. As full of stars as his vision was, it was hard to tell, but he 
thought the word might even have glowed a little, flickered on the page, as he said it. 

A moment later, a fresh wave of force from the leader sent Alex flying backward across the tile. 
He slammed hard into the back of the alcove. He managed to protect his head this time, but he felt 
something crack in his chest. 

Just like my mom, he thought as he once again teetered on the edge of consciousness. He peered 
out of the alcove and saw his father staring in. The Spells were between them, ten feet away. It might 
as well have been ten miles. 

The room was quiet, save for the buzz of the spirits, and still, save for the gentle swaying of the 
mummies. 

“He has failed,” Peshwar hissed into the calm. 

The reply came almost immediately, but it wasn’t from the leader or any of the other Walkers. It 
wasn’t from any of the Keepers, either. It wasn’t in words at all, in fact. Peshwar got her answer in 
the form of a great and terrible roar. The cry shook the room. 

Part lion. 


Part crocodile. 

Part thunder. 

Alex leaned his battered frame back against the temple wall and smiled. 
His call had been answered. 


VII 
" 


The Devourer 


Alex never saw the great beast enter the room. Turning his head toward the source of the terrible 
roar, she was simply there. She was the size of a truck and as terrifying as she was improbable. Her 
huge crocodile head dwarfed that of Ta-mesah and gave the Walker no more than a glance as she 
swept her vision across the room. 

Alex’s head swam and fresh pain stabbed him deep inside. He was terrified for his mom, who 
was still lying helplessly on the platform. He had called Ammit in desperation, but had no way of 
knowing what this otherworldly presence might do. 

Ammit was the ultimate enforcer of good and evil in ancient Egypt, the one who devoured the 
souls of the unworthy, destroying them forever. But now the rules had been cheated, the boundaries 
between the worlds torn open, and this much was clear: Ammit was mad. 

She released another roar, so fearsome and so close, that Alex could do nothing but cover his 
ears. Then, with slow, deliberate steps, she began to move toward the platform. Her enormous front 
paws, those of a massive lion, pushed forward with the fluid ease of a jungle cat, while her huge back 
feet, those of a hippo, plodded forward to join them. 

As she moved, she brushed by rows of swaying mummies. At the slightest touch, they 
disintegrated into clouds of dust and scraps of linen. Two more steps and she had reached the 
platform. With surprising grace, she pulled herself up. 

Suddenly, there were only two people left in her path. Once again, the leader reached down and 
plucked Alex’s mom up by the shoulder. This time she could offer no resistance, but from his perch 
inside the temple, Alex saw her eyes flutter open. She stared at the strange creature and breathed her 
name in awe: “Ammit... ” 

The beast came a few steps closer and seemed to examine her. 

A jolt of fear shot through Alex’s system. His mom was in danger: direct, immediate danger. 

Surrounded by The Order forces, the creature’s paralyzing presence had seemed a reprieve. But 


now he understood how stupid he’d been. This was the devourer, and she was here for a reason. 

Alex gasped a word of his own: “Mom... ” 

But it was the other half of the family tree that responded. The leader thrust Alex’s mom forward 
toward Ammit. She pried uselessly at his powerful fingers. Alex managed to get his legs underneath 
him. He desperately wanted to rush over and help her. But what could he do? Even with his amulet, 
he’d be little more than another pair of hands prying uselessly at a death grip. 

“Yes,” called the leader. “Take her. She is the one you want. She opened the portals. She started 
all of this. We merely responded to these changes, traveled between the worlds as a floating leaf 
would follow a river.” 

Alex glared at him. But the words still stung. She Had opened the portals, but she’d done it for 
him. She didn’t know what would happen, but she had risked everything. 

He looked at his mom, twisting in the grip of a madman. 

He looked down at Todtman’s staff. 

He looked across the room at Ren, who had risked so much for friendship. He saw Luke still 
standing next to her, with the speed to escape but the loyalty to stay. 

“No!” Alex called out from his sheltered stone alcove. “It’s because of me. The portals were 
opened to let me back. Don’t take her.” He rose slowly to his feet. “Take me.” 

“No, Alex, don’t,” called Ren. 

But the words were already out. 

Ammit turned her head, and one cold crocodilian eye fell on Alex. He saw the vertical slit in the 
center narrow as it focused on him. She turned her body toward him now, golden lion fur rippling. 
Alex put his hand out to steady himself as he walked past the spot where the Spells lay and toward the 
avenging demigod. He felt the pain in his side and tasted the blood in his mouth, but he kept walking. 

“Yes, take the boy,” purred the leader. ““He’s the cause.” 

Ammit paused. Her head swung back and faced the leader. Her strong, huffing breaths rippled his 
robes as they looked at each other. Alex’s mom hung an arm’s length away, and Alex was nearly out 
of the temple now. 

Ammit looked over at him one more time, and then back at his mom. 

Then, with a speed Alex would not have imagined possible, Ammit’s head swung back. Her jaws 
flashed open, extending all the way down to the floor and revealing rows of huge white teeth. 

Alex heard a huge gulp of air as the devourer pulled her prey toward her. 

Alex’s heart stopped and his eyes closed as the enormous jaws snapped shut. 

Quiet. 

Alex slowly opened his eyes. His mom was still there. The leader’s arm began to fall limply from 
her shoulder. 

Just his arm. 

The rest of him was gone. 


He had been devoured in one swift bite, by a creature who had seen so many hearts weighed and 
so many souls judged that she was quite capable of doing it herself. 

“Yes!” shouted Ren. 

“Tn your face!” added Luke. 

Alex’s heart started again. He breathed. 

The leader’s arm hit the floor with a soft thud. No longer the size of a small tree trunk, it was just 
a human arm again, tightly wrapped in strips of linen. 

Alex’s mom wobbled on her feet, and Alex wanted to rush over to help her. But he could still 
barely stand himself. 

Ammit swung around and took a few plodding steps toward the edge of the platform. She opened 
her mouth again, not to devour but to roar. Ammit’s cry shook the room. When it was done, she stood 
firm at the front of the platform, in between Alex and his mom and The Order’s forces. The meaning 
seemed clear: protection. 

Alex’s mom walked unsteadily back toward the temple — and the Spells inside. 

“Are you okay?” Alex said, stumbling out to help her. 

“No,” she said. “But I know what I need to do. I looked into Ammit’s eyes, and I saw something 
there. I think I understand her.” 

As Alex’s mom knelt down over the Spells, the ancient text began to glow once more. She took 
her time now, confident in the protection afforded her. 

Would the Death Walkers dare attack Ammit to try to stop this? Alex wondered. His answer 
came in a crackling of crimson energy and the rising buzz of a purple swarm, but that was the last he 
saw. As the ancient words rose on the air, his head swam and his knees buckled. He knelt on the cool 
tile as his vision filled with light and color. Behind him, he knew, his mom was reciting the rest of her 
chosen spell. 

A minute later, Alex’s head cleared. I’m still here! He understood now: His mom wasn’t the only 
one under Ammit’s protection. Somewhere in front of him, he heard the creature give one last 
satisfied huff. The swirling colors faded from his vision as he stood, but he still didn’t believe his 
eyes. All around, the mummies lay like dominoes on the floor, their bodies curling in on themselves 
stiffly. 

It was a sight both gruesome and glorious, because there were new mummies among them, as 
well. Alex wheeled around and found each one in turn. Ta-mesah and Peshwar were merely mummies 
in masks, their bodies no larger than they’d been during their hateful lives. The Stung Man was a 
mummy, too, albeit a much older one, as timeworn and leathery as any of the others. And oldest of all, 
the founder, who was now little more than a skeleton wrapped in ragged yellow cloth in the far corner 
of the room. 

Alex looked back toward Ammit, but she was gone. She had vanished just as mysteriously as she 
had appeared, although with far fewer witnesses. 


“I don’t under —” he began, but suddenly arms wrapped around him from behind. His mom. They 
hugged each other softly, both injured now. A moment later, two more arms wrapped around them. 
Ren had no intention of missing out on the victory party. 

Alex turned his head to take a breath. Through vision clouded not by mystic stars but by the first 
hint of tears, he saw Luke standing a few steps farther back. Not much of a hugger, Luke gave his 
cousin a big thumbs-up. “Bauer power,” he said. 

The others hugged for a while, though. 

“Todtman,” Ren said, and Alex could feel her shoulders heave with a small sob. 

“I know,” said Alex’s mom. “He was a good man.” 

But that wasn’t good enough for Ren. “He was a great Egyptologist,” she said. 

And that did it for Alex — a sob shot through him, too, as happy tears and sad tears rolled down 
his cheeks. The tears mixed there softly, joining together and continuing on, like the waters of the 
mighty blue Nile. 

Finally, the group hug pulled apart. 

“What happened to them all?” asked Ren, sniffling and gesturing around the room. “To the Death 
Walkers, I mean.” 

Dr. Bauer looked around the room, counting the fallen. “We sent them to the ceremony,” she said. 

“The weighing of the heart?” said Alex. 

His mom nodded. “Yes, they can’t avoid it any longer.” 

Ren shook her head. “That is one test they are not ready for.” 

“That’s okay,” said Alex. “I’m pretty sure Ammit has already decided on their grades.” 

Even amid the sorrow and loss, the friends managed to exchange a few soft laughs. Even Luke, 
who pretended he knew what they were talking about. 


Epilogue: The Business of Living 


Cairo had always been a somewhat chaotic place — ask anyone who’s ever rented a car there — 
and so it was back to something like normal when the friends arrived for Todtman’s funeral. His final 
wish was to have his ashes scattered in the waters of the Nile as it rolled north to the sea. It was done 
from the deck of a large, slow-moving boat, among a few rows of stoic Germans and what seemed to 
be about half the world’s museum curators. Alex and Ren leaned over the side to watch the ashes 
scatter and fall. 

“Auf wiedersehen, ” whispered Ren, who had decided to learn German in Todtman’s honor. 

Alex already spoke some, but he stayed silent and just watched. This time, his tears really did mix 
with the waters of the Nile. 

And what was there to do after that but get back to the business of living? Alex’s mom and Ren’s 
dad were busier than ever, trying to get the Met’s battered Egyptian wing up and running again. There 
was, for obvious reasons, a surging public interest in ancient Egypt. At might, Dr. Bauer studied the 
Spells, making sure everything was as it should be. 

The wider world did its part: picking up the pieces, reburying the dead. Eventually, things 
returned to something like normal. Even for the families at the center of the maelstrom, who found 
themselves at a dinner party at the Durans’ place a month later. 

Alex’s mom and Ren’s mom and dad talked about the things parents talk about, Luke helped 
himself to seconds, and Alex and Ren chattered on about the school where they were once again 
classmates. 

Alex felt something brush against his ankle and flinched. His nerves were, to be honest, still a 
little on edge. 

“Oh, don’t worry about her,” said Ren, reaching down and scooping up a sleek black cat. 

“You got a cat?” said Alex. 

Ren’s dad looked over, finished chewing, and said, “Or she got us. Just showed up on the 


doorstep. Pretty weird considering we’re on the fourteenth floor. Anyway, she wouldn’t leave until 
Ren got home.” 

“And then we couldn’t get her to let the cat go,” added Ren’s mom. 

Alex looked at the cat’s golden eyes and coat of elegant jet-black fur as it purred softly in Ren’s 
arms. There was something so familiar about it all. “What’s her name?” he said, leaning in to pet the 
newest addition to the Duran family. 

Ren leaned in, too. “Don’t you know?” she whispered. 

Alex looked from her to the cat and back again. “No way,” he said. “Pai?” 

The cat looked up at him, centuries of wisdom in her golden eyes. “Mmuh-Rack!” 

Alex shook his head. He’d always heard that cats had nine lives. He had no doubt this former 
mummy would enjoy her second one. 

He looked around the table at his family and friends. He was pretty sure he would, too. 
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